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Abstract 
In the following project our aim is to investigate: “CNN and Fox News Channel 
both have slogans advertising their objectivity, “No bias, no bull” and “We 
report, you decide”/“Fair and balanced” respectively – to what extent do they 
live up to these claims during the 2008 presidential election?” 
Focusing on their coverage of the 2008 debates we have presented agenda-
setting and argumentation theories to investigate what communicative tools the 
networks use. We have taken a closer look at the history of mass media and 
given an account of CNN and Fox News Channel. We presented the content of 
the debates and analyzed the coverage of these by using agenda-setting theory to 
investigate whether CNN and Fox News Channel are unbiased as they claim to 
be. 
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1. Motivation 
On November 4th 2008 the citizens of the United States of America elected 
Barack Obama as their president – a change which will not only affect the 
United States, but the rest of the world, especially considering their influence 
regarding their economic and foreign policies. However, what role did the media 
play in covering the events leading up to this historic election? Today, a growing 
percentage of the world’s population is exposed to various kinds of media such 
as radio, television or the internet. Seeing as this election has been an important 
story in the western media for the last two years, we find it interesting to focus 
on what role the media plays in an election as important as this. Do politicians 
make use of the media for promoting their political agendas? Do the media use 
politicians to gain popularity and ratings?  
In order to investigate this, we will focus on two of the major American news 
networks, CNN and Fox News Channel, which are considered by media critics 
to have different political convictions, despite their own claims of being 
objective in their slogans. These networks have actively covered the debates, 
campaigns, opinion polls and various other political events during the past two 
years, and by focusing on their individual coverage of the first and third 
presidential debates and the vice presidential debate, we would like to examine 
these following questions. 
 
1.2. Research Question 
CNN and Fox News Channel both have slogans advertising their objectivity, 
“No bias, no bull” and “We report, you decide”/”Fair and balanced” 
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respectively – to what extent do they live up to these claims during the 2008 
presidential election?  
 
1.3. Sub-questions 
• What is mass media? 
• What is the development of mass media in the United States? 
• What is the history of CNN and Fox News Channel? 
• How has CNN and Fox News Channel covered the first and third presidential 
debates and the vice presidential debate? 
• What is agenda-setting theory? 
• What is argumentation theory? 
• How can agenda-setting theory and argumentation theory be used to answer 
our research question? 
• Who sets the agenda of the news networks? 
 
1.4. Dimensions 
History and Culture 
History and culture will be covered by looking into the history of mass media 
and how it has emerged through time. Additionally, we will look into how 
media has affected the audience throughout history, and vice versa. Thereby, we 
are able to analyze not only the effects of mass media on society but society’s 
effect on mass media throughout history up until today. This gives us a fuller 
understanding of the role of the media, and how it has changed and developed 
over the past century. Furthermore, by placing an emphasis on the relationship 
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between mass media and politics, we are able to analyze and discuss the way in 
which the media has portrayed politics, and how this relationship has evolved 
over time. The cultural aspect can be found within the project when looking at 
the historical account of how media has affected and affects society. By 
studying both the past and the present in relation to a cultural issue such as mass 
media, one automatically reflects on the changes from then to now and is thus 
better equipped to understand and relate to the culture of today. 
 
Project anchoring 
We will anchor our project within Communication by employing theories within 
the field, namely agenda-setting theory and argumentation theory. These 
theories will be used to analyze our case study, in order for us to identify the 
communicative tools used by the two news networks and thereby discuss and 
answer our research question. 
 
1.5. Delimitations 
In this project we wish to give a basic overview of the most influential 
discoveries in mass communications over time. However, the history chapter 
will not include every communication technological invention that has 
developed throughout human history. This is also done due to the fact that some 
inventions simply do not provide any relevant information to our investigation. 
Moreover, in the theory part about argumentation theory, it is important to point 
out that we are not applying and giving account for all of this theory. Our main 
focus is on Toulmin´s model of arguments, as we find it most relevant to our 
project. In that way we are excluding other aspects of argumentation theory, 
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such as the epistemological angle, since that would apply another and 
unintended approach to our project.  
For our case study it is important to point out the fact that both CNN and Fox 
are large networks, including a great range of different channels, however, we 
have chosen only to focus on CNN U.S Channel and Fox News channels within 
these huge network “domains”. Nonetheless, we find it most appropriate to refer 
to Fox and CNN as networks throughout our project. 
For our specific case study we have chosen to exclude the second presidential 
debate. This was done due to the fact that the second debate was a town hall 
styled debate in which voters, rather than the debate moderator, asked the 
candidates questions on topics of their choosing. The first, final, as well as Vice 
Presidential debates, on the other hand were divided into 9 segments covering 
specific issues pre-determined by the moderator. In order to conduct a 
comparative analysis of CNN and Fox News Channel’s coverage of the debates 
we felt it was important that all the debates we investigated were in the same 
format, and therefore have excluded the debate that deviates from this format. 
Furthermore, there were several things to consider when choosing the six video 
clips. Firstly, there were only a limited amount of videos on the networks’ 
websites. Secondly, as we wanted to find similar after debate programs from 
both networks, we had to exclude some programs, as they would stand too much 
out from the other debate programs. One example is the talk show ‘The 
O’Reilley factor’ that we find has a very pragmatic journalistic approach, and 
thus differs too much from the rest of the programs.  
Lastly, it is significant to assert is that what this project attempts to investigate is 
only if CNN and Fox News Channel are showing political bias in their coverage 
of the presidential debates in the 2008 American election. Thus, we not trying to 
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investigate if the two networks are showing political bias in every aspect of their 
news broadcasting.  
Furthermore, it is important to point out that our case study is not the debates 
themselves, but rather Fox News Channel and CNN's coverage of these debates. 
However, we felt it was important to include a description of the issues covered 
in the debates as well as the positions taken by the candidates in order to give 
the reader a fuller understanding of our analysis of the media coverage.
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2. Methodology 
 
We will examine, within this project, the possible bias of two American news 
networks, namely Fox News Channel and CNN, with a focus on the 2008 
American presidential election. This will be done by analyzing and discussing 
the core issues within the commentary programs, following three separate 
debates between the two presidential candidates and the vice presidential 
candidates respectively. 
 
2.1. Semester Theme – Structure and Performance 
The semester theme is structure and performance, which entails that human 
beings do not only act but also interact with one another in a certain structure. 
Performance is understood as our actions, whereas structure is the framework 
within which we perform these actions. 
In this project we will focus on media and politics and how they are entangled 
within each other in the 2008 presidential election. A question such as; “who 
sets up a framework and for who- politicians or the media?” is reflected within 
this semester theme as we will, on one hand, look at how the presidential 
candidates and vice presidential candidates perform, and on the other hand how 
the media present their performance. Both of these factors are analyzed and 
discussed within the structure of the election debates.  
An emphasis in our analysis will be on how the media present the core issues of 
the debates to society and what they have found important in these debates. 
Obviously, this is interesting to the semester theme, as the media use certain 
tools during the election debates in order to reach the viewers. 
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2.2. Theoretical Framework 
For conducting our analyses we have chosen to use two theories. These are 
agenda-setting theory and argumentation theory. We will initially give a 
description of agenda-setting theory followed by a brief explanation of some of 
the fundamental ideas of argumentation theory.  
 
2.2.1. Theory of Science 
Theory of science, within a humanistic framework, deals with people as subjects 
and the results of the actions of these subjects. Consequently, humanistic 
sciences focus on how people create culture and how people in turn are created 
by culture. This is because culture shapes human life and vice versa1. 
Humanistic sciences seek to answer the question ‘why?’ and within 
communications this entails answering the question ‘why people communicate 
in the way they do?’2 Our analysis and discussion leads us towards an 
understanding of why they communicate in the way they do. Within the 
humanistic framework we have chosen to apply hermeneutics as our theory of 
science.  
The word hermeneutics has its origins in the Greek word “hermeneuein”, which 
means “to interpret”. This concept has been used since the classical antiquity as 
a means for understanding the correlation between human beings3. In order for 
us to be able to use this theory in practice we will apply the hermeneutic circle, 
which looks into the different segments of a greater whole, and is referred to as a 
process where the interpreter shifts between these segments and the greater 
                                                          
1 Collin & Køppe, 2003: 10 
2 Collin & Køppe, 2003: 26 
3 Kjørup, 2003: 265 
 13
whole of, for instance, a project4. Throughout such a process one has to reflect 
upon the choices made as a part of the whole. We have done this by looking at 
the reciprocal action between theories and the case study, and this is what 
constitutes the hermeneutic circle.  
 
This is a version of the hermeneutic circle5. The 
two main concepts are explanation (forklaring) 
and understanding (forståelse). These two 
concepts each include two elements; namely, 
explanation; preconception (forforståelse) and totality (helhed) and 
understanding; segments (enkeltdele) and revision (revision). The process starts 
with preconception, then segments, followed by totality, which leads to revision.  
Next, we will apply an example to this, in order to show how we have used the 
hermeneutic circle.  
 
2.2.1.1. Example: Deselecting China 
Preconception: From the beginning we were all interested in what kind of power 
relations there are between media and politics and how that influences our 
society. We started out by discussing China, its system of censorship and no 
freedom of press. We were also inspired by another project proposal about Press 
Photography, and were considering doing a project that included world famous 
press photographs that have had significance in politics. We continued talking 
about China and how the media is controlled by the state and thought it could be 
interesting to compare China to a country with a ‘free press’, such as the U.S. 
Suggestions of other countries and case studies came up, such as Russia and The 
                                                          
4 Kjørup, 2003: 269-270 
5 www.jenschristian.dk/noter/imageOFU.JPG - retrieved November 14th. 
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Israeli - Palestinian conflict. Our preconception was that it was an obvious 
choice to compare China with the U.S. 
Segments: We began searching for material on this issue. However, we realized 
that there was not much material on China in this particular case. This made us 
wonder if we should at all compare China to the U.S. 
Totality: When speaking with our supervisor, Peer Henrik Hansen, about 
comparing China and the U.S. he pointed out, that it would be difficult to find 
material about the Chinese media, and we would have to rely on what others had 
written before us. As we could easily see the truth in that point, we had to find a 
new way to go about it. Hansen informed us about the American news channel 
called Fox News Channel, and how we could compare it to for example CNN. 
This was the real starting point for our project to come. We began to discuss 
how politicians communicate their messages through the media and the 
relationship between media and politics. 
Revision: Throughout this process we found that comparing China with the U.S., 
was not a very ideal for our project. However, Hansen made us aware of the fact 
that we could take two news channels from the U.S. instead and compare them. 
The nature of our investigation would still be similar as to comparing different 
channels, but we would stay within the same country. This would entail that the 
resources available to us from either side of our subject area would be of the 
same accessibility. 
It is evident when looking at the process of our group work in relation to the 
hermeneutic circle that we have had a lot of thoughts considering how to go 
about writing the project and what our investigations would entail. The example 
shows how we have reflected upon our preconceptions and taken these to 
revision throughout our project. 
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2.2.2. The Field of Communication 
Communication is a field of study which is considered intricate to define. 
According to S.W. Littlejohn, communication is an interdisciplinary field, 
touching upon many disciplines, such as psychology, mathematics, literature, 
sociology and engineering. Scholars have found it hard to map the field as it 
comprises so many theories and is a wide range of terms and explanations6. 
However, communication always includes an interaction between a sender and a 
receiver. Claude Shannon, an American engineer and mathematician, and 
Warren Weaver, an American scientist and mathematician, introduced the 
sender-receiver model in 1949, initially made for the purpose of communication 
technology. This model contains five elements, namely:  
(1) an information source – where the message is produced,  
(2) a transmitter – where the message is being encoded into signals,  
(3) a channel – where signals are adjusted into further transmission,  
(4) a receiver – where the message is decoded and  
(5) a destination – where the message has reached its goal7 maybe we should not 
mention this 
This model is also known as the transmission model. It has not only influenced 
technology, but is considered as a dominating theory within the field of 
communication, and has been changed and furthered by other scholars8.  
 
 
 
                                                          
6 Craig & Muller, 2007: 64 
7 http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/short/trans.html - retrieved October 20th. 
8 http://www.cultsock.ndirect.co.uk/MUHome/cshtml/introductory/sw.html - retrieved October 20th. 
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2.2.3. Theories 
Agenda Setting Theory 
We have chosen agenda setting theory to be used as a tool for determining 
whether or not the media influences what their audience thinks about, and how 
they think about it. We will apply the theory to our case studies in order to have 
a theoretical foundation for discussing whether or not CNN and Fox News 
Channel display a political bias.  
Argumentation Theory 
Argumentation theory will be used to give us the tools with which to identify the 
nature of the claims made in our case studies. We will apply Toulmin’s model of 
argument in order to analyse the types of claims made in our case study and 
whether or not they are valid. 
 
2.2.4. How Mass Communication Theory has become Media Theory 
Mass communication theory is a field within communication studies, 
emphasizing the functions of mass media as a tool towards reaching large 
groups of people at the same time9. As mentioned our focus will be agenda-
setting theory and argumentation theory, both regarded as theories within the 
realm of Mass Communication Theory, although, the term mass communication 
theory according to researcher and thinker Steven Chaffee actually should be 
named Media Theory. The reason for this is the fact that the diversity of the 
media today appeals to greater segments of society and people are now able to 
select what kind of media they want to make use of. Additionally, former 
theories within the field are lacking substance and are not kept up to date when 
                                                          
9 Ramey, 2007: 1-2 
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considering the immense amount of new media. This transformation makes it 
more relevant to name the field Media Theory10.  
 
2.3. Analytical Approach 
In our project we will analyze six commentary shows from Fox News Channel 
and CNN respectively, in order for us to discuss and conclude whether these two 
channels live up to their slogans or not. This will be done by applying two 
theories to our analysis, namely agenda-Setting theory and argumentation 
theory.  
We will use these by firstly taking out the most important tools from each of the 
theories, in order for us to be able to make six consistent analyses of the 
commentary shows. By focusing on the same issues within the theories, we will 
be able to recognize how the two channels differ and what they have in 
common, when discussing the debates of the election.  
With the agenda-setting theory we will be able to point out to what extent these 
channels are trying to form an opinion of the viewers in the 2008 presidential 
election. This will be investigated by looking at what the channel draws 
attention to when discussing the three debates and how they do it. What 
descriptive tools do they make use of when, for example discussing what Obama 
talked about in the first presidential debate? When using the argumentation 
theory we will seek to examine if the interviewer and interviewee are able to 
make a valid argument that can be justified. If they cannot do this we will take a 
look at why they are not able to do that and what the possible consequences are 
in this case.  
                                                          
10 Baran & Davis, 2008: 347-348 
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During our analysis, we will make use of the transcripts of the first presidential 
debate, third presidential debate and vice presidential debate, in order for us to 
verify whether statements made are actually true or not, or if the statements are 
taken out of context and thereby is given another meaning. From this we will be 
able to conclude to what extent interviewers and interviewees are willing to 
embellish the truth to, for example, make McCain look bad. 
The analysis will be used as a tool for us to discuss to what extent the two 
channels are living up to their slogans and finally conclude whether or not they 
are biased in any way. 
 
2.4. Source criticism 
We must consider and criticize the reliability of the sources used in the project. 
In the following section we will explain what sources have been used in order to 
gather information on the issues and descriptions within the project.  
The sources used in the project have been from books and from the internet and 
they have largely been equally used in the historical and theoretical chapters.  
 
For the accounts of CNN and Fox News Channel we have used books as well as 
internet pages. We have tried to find unbiased literature about the two news 
channels and their history, but we especially had difficulty finding unbiased 
sources for our Fox News Channel description. Most of the books we found 
have been written by either direct opponents, former employees or others with 
personal attachments to Fox News Channel. Therefore, the books have been 
subjective and were often written with a negative tone towards Fox News 
Channel. Furthermore, it has also been difficult to find unbiased internet pages 
as most of the information found on Fox News Channel is opinionated articles 
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and blogs written by individuals. Only few internet pages contained objective 
sources describing the history and facts of Fox News Channel.  
We are also aware that the program information provided on the two news 
channels own websites also might be biased to their favor. Nonetheless, we have 
used the information to highlight the two news channels self perceptions, for 
example when describing program content and slogans.  
For our case study and analyses of the two networks we have not been able to 
watch the two channels directly, as they are not broadcasted in Denmark. Instead 
we have used what was available on their websites. We have ultimately found 
six video clips that are small segments of post-debate programs from both news 
channels. However, despite the fact that all six videos are from Fox News 
Channel and CNN respectively, we do not know whether or not the video clips 
have been edited or not. This entails that we do not know if the content in the 
video clips are identical to the broadcasted programs that have been aired on 
TV. Nevertheless, as the video clips have been found on the official websites, 
we consider them to be first hand sources and have chose to use them as our 
case study.  
Furthermore, when choosing the six video clips we wished to find equivalent 
post-debate programs from both channels. While searching their website we 
discovered that both CNN and Fox News Channel do have similar programs 
with the single purpose of covering the presidential election. Namely, ‘The 
Election Corner’ on CNN and ‘American Election HQ’ on Fox News Channel. 
In order to sufficiently compare the two channels for our analyses we searched 
for these shows, but as for Fox News Channel it was unfortunately not possible 
to find three video clips from ‘American Election HQ’. We were then forced to 
choose clips from other shows from Fox News Channel’s coverage of the 
debates. We decided to use clips from the two talk shows ‘Hannity and Colmes’ 
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and ‘Fox and Friends’ as both of these excerpts included discussions and 
analyses of the debates. We are aware that these two programs are talk shows 
and thus differ in their style of coverage compared to more traditional news 
shows such as ‘The American Election HQ’. Nonetheless we have chosen to use 
these clips as the talk shows still have representative value of Fox News 
Channel and in their way of covering the election and the debates.  
Finally we are aware of when using links for the video clips there is the risk of 
them being removed from the website. We have therefore made transcripts of 
the video clips. This also enables us give a close textual examination in relation 
to the application of our theoretical analysis. 
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3. History 
The following chapter will have an emphasis on which fundamental 
technologies have paved the way for what we today consider mass media and 
communication. We will mainly explain and focus on and what specific 
inventions have had major importance in developing modern technologies and, 
furthermore, how society and media affect each other, specifically in the U.S. 
 
3.1. The History of Mass Media 
“Mass media are born of the political and cultural conditions and institutions of 
the time,”11 
This quote indicates that mass media, as a continuous phenomenon, has emerged 
through various political, cultural and sociological conditions. In order for us to 
answer our research question, we find it necessary to elucidate what factors, 
technologically and culturally, have influenced the development of mass media. 
We will do so by giving an account of how mass media have developed through 
time, and reflecting on its significance in society. Mass media can generally be 
defined as: “… those media that are designed to be consumed by large 
audiences through the agencies of technology”12. 
Since some of the first indications of prehistoric human beings, through various 
expressive acts such as; cave drawings, story telling and illustrative symbol 
representations, it is an evident fact that the act of communicating information 
has been a vital part of human nature. These acts would entail giving and 
sharing knowledge about things such as common day know-how, survival and 
cultural preservation. Sharing knowledge has been a fundamental part of how 
                                                          
11 Ramey, 2007: 2 
12 http://www.medialit.org/reading_room/article565.html - retrieved October 31st. 
 22
people have developed and modernised through time, but it is not until the 15th 
century that an initial indication of modern media was established13.  
In 1455 the German goldsmith Johann Gutenberg pressed 200 copies of the 
Bible after having invented the first movable type, a machine today referred to 
as a printing machine14. The invention of printing is seen as a revolutionary step 
in the process of sharing information. Gutenberg’s invention was further 
developed by his assistant Peter Schoeffer, when he capitalised on the movable 
type and established a printing business15. Not only was this an early form of 
mass production but it also had an impact on the social relationships among 
prestigious printers and university professors as they worked alongside 
mechanics and metalworkers. 
The expansion of printing books quickly gained popularity as the average person 
would have access to scientific, religious and imaginative literary texts16. 
Furthermore, with the emergence of news sharing in the form of pamphlets, this 
printing revolution expanded and flourished throughout various European 
countries over the next few centuries. 
The first occurrence of an American newspaper, although no more than a small 
newsletter, came about in 1690 with the publication of Benjamin Harris’s 
Publick Occurrences, Both Foreign and Domestick17. At this time Colonial 
America was under English rule and there were governmental regulations, 
which a newspaper had to follow in order to achieve the official governmental 
label “Published by Authority” which was mandatory for in publishing a 
newspaper. These regulations entailed certain colonial laws in which disloyal 
utterances and critical opinions towards the government as well as government 
                                                          
13 Ramey, 2007: 1 
14 Caudill, et al, 2008: 4 
15 Caudill, et al, 2008: 5 
16 Caudill, et al, 2008: 8 
17 Ramey, 2007: 6 
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officials were illegal. Benjamin Harris’s publication did not live up to these 
requirements when he criticized colonial and European officials, and the 
newspaper was closed after only one edition18. Although news printing had the 
purpose of transmitting information about current affairs to the public, this 
incident is a good example of how the press was under certain restrictions in 
accordance to what could be published and what could not. 
This law remained unmodified for several decades although the concept of 
freedom of press gained brief attention in 1735, when the publisher of the New 
York Weekly, John Peter Zenger, was put on trial for misconduct in his 
newspaper. James Alexander, who functioned as editor and writer on the paper, 
criticized the governor of New York and these views were published by Zenger 
resulting in his prosecution for violating the same law of seditious libel as 
Benjamin Harris had been accused of. However, Zenger was found not guilty 
when the jury ignored the laws regarding governmental control of news printing. 
The Zenger trial is considered to be a milestone in the history of American 
freedom of press and this paved way for its progression in providing 
fundamental principles in what was to be ratified in The First Amendment19. The 
First Amendment, along with The Bill of Rights, was formulated December 15, 
1791 and stated: 
 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or a abridging the freedom of speech, or of 
the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
government for a redress of grievances”20.  
 
                                                          
18 Ramey, 2007: 6 
19 Ramey, 2007: 7 
20 Caudill, et al, 2008: 65-66 
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The new found freedom of press had significance during the ongoing American 
Revolution as different newspapers and pamphlets took sides in promoting 
various political ideas both for and against the government21. Although news 
distribution was available for the entire population it mostly targeted the 
commercial and political elite. This was due to the fact that newspapers were 
expensive and contained highly intricate language excluding the average person 
because of lack of education22. 
Despite the fact that newspapers were still targeting certain social groups, 
political figures still made use of the expanding media, particularly in their 
campaigns. The first contested presidential election was in 1796 between the 
democratic – republicans side with Thomas Jefferson and on the other the 
Federalists and John Adams, giving birth to the first sight of negative 
campaigning. The two candidates openly blamed each other for harsh blunders, 
such as adultery and being supporters of incest23. These forms of accusations 
became to be the forerunners of later negative campaigns approaches, to 
question the candidates’ trustworthiness, and the tone of the political campaigns 
in the decades to come did not get any friendlier24. Candidates would blame 
each other and focus on everything from drinking habits to religious faith25. This 
kind of smearing was not done by the politicians directly, but through 
newspapers, openly expressing their political stands.  
By the end of the 18th century the Industrial Revolution had spread from 
England to America which entailed mass urbanization to the larger cities 
simultaneously with the increasing fast growth of production factories. During 
this period the partisan newspapers had lost momentum as the lack of public 
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interest grew more evident along with the growing urban population which 
mainly consisted of the working class. This change called for new ways and 
trends of communicating current affairs26. 
This call for new changes resulted in the emergence of the “Penny Press” which 
in 1833 fundamentally could be considered as the first step towards modern 
journalism as a profitable business. The Penny Press was launched by American 
printer and illustrator Benjamin Day with his publication New York Sun. With its 
slogan “it shines for all”, a new type of newspaper arose with the intention of 
reaching out beyond societies’ elite class by targeting lower social classes. This 
was done by making the paper more accessible by selling it on sidewalks for the 
cost of only one cent. This was possible because the papers were mainly 
financed through advertising. Furthermore, its content was of a more appealing 
nature to those of a lesser education by using a mixture of serious and 
entertaining articles. This way of manufacturing newspapers is known to be a 
landmark in American press history in the sense of journalism and newspaper 
production being used in a capitalist structure. However, The Penny Press was 
not only a profitable business. Notions of industrialization and urbanization 
presented new dominating social groups whose culture became more prominent 
in society, destroying the traditional concepts of social classes. The Penny Press 
was an important link in this social change, as it reflected and influenced these 
new groups and thus, represented a new and more democratic world view27. 
During the development of how news was portrayed in incorporating 
entertaining news coverage, the concept of “Yellow Journalism” was 
introduced. This entailed an even more exaggerated way of news coverage as 
the notion of sensationalizing news in the newspapers became more evident. 
Additionally, news was often missing accuracy in reporting reality in order to 
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give news a more entertaining angle. The infamous American publisher William 
Hearst was notorious for buying unsuccessful newspapers and turning them into 
profitable enterprises by using these new methods of conveying the news. The 
style which Yellow Journalism used, gained much popularity among the public, 
despite its way of depicting news in an unreliable fashion28. 
In addition to the development of the newspaper and its conduct during late 19th 
century we must also consider what other media advancements have occurred. 
Noticeably, several technological inventions have emerged, such as the 
telegraph by Samuel Morse in 1844 and the telephone by Alexander Graham 
Bell in 1876. These inventions have had great value in accordance to the history 
of communication in the sense that distance was no longer an obstacle in 
relation to sharing information. These developments led to the invention of the 
radio which had great importance to the history of mass media. Although the 
radio was first intended for practical use within boating communication, it 
gained revolutionary popularity through its ability of communicating voices and 
music over great distances to large amounts of people. The radio, along with 
newspapers, can thus be proclaimed as the emergence of mass media29.  
With the technological evolution of the radio, politicians got a new and direct 
media channel to get a message through to society. Radio, having its political 
debut in 1924, became the dominant political information source from 1920 – 
1950, until television began to take over the market in 195230. 
Radio broadcasting grew rapidly and without restraint as those who had access 
to radio transmitters could air whenever they wished to do so. This resulted in 
chaos due to various competing broadcasters operating simultaneously and often 
changing or stealing other frequencies, thus making it impossible to achieve any 
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order or reasonable conduct amongst the airwaves. This called for governmental 
regulation over the airwaves and nonetheless its content. The radio act of 1927 
was passed by the Federal Radio Commission (FRC) and was designed for the 
“interest”, “convenience” and “necessity”31 of the public. The FRC was created 
in order to regulate who and what would be broadcasted and it endorsed 
freedom of speech. However, there were certain definitions of what was of 
public interest which contradicted the concept of freedom of speech. This meant 
that a broadcaster could, in theory, air whatever he wished as long as he did not 
proclaim ideas such as: socialism, communism, evolutionism and non-
Christianity, because these ideas were considered to be a danger to the public32. 
This act existed until it was further developed and reformulated as the 
Communications Act in 1934, when the FRC reviewed their responsibilities. 
The commission changed its name to the Communication Commission (FCC) 
and now regulated, among other things, the telephone and telegraph. Although 
the previous act proclaimed broadcasters to air what they wanted, it had been 
met with much criticism towards the still existent political biases that were being 
promoted through the growing amount of commercials. The demand for an 
adjustment towards the way in which commercials had become quite dominating 
on the air was ignored, and the commission continued to allow commercial users 
to dominate the airwaves. The commission did provide equal-time provisions for 
political candidates as a response to the possible political biases that were being 
aired33. 
As mentioned earlier the development of the radio is considered to have a 
revolutionary effect when regarding how information sharing has shifted its 
characterization in terms of accessibility to the public. It introduced a new form 
                                                          
31 Baran & Davis, 2008: 108 and Caudill et al, 2008: 334 
32 Baran & Davis, 2008: 108 
33 Caudill, et al, 2008: 369-370 
 28
of medium that has radically changed society’s conception of attaining and 
processing information about the world. 
The invention of the radio, along with the telegraph and telephone, is known as 
the beginnings of the electronic age and by the turn of the century several new 
technologies had begun to flourish. During World War I the United States had a 
preferable position in furthering technological development as their involvement 
in the war was limited, compared to several European countries. Through the 
concept of broadcasting and the noticeable invention of motion pictures in 
movie theatres there had been much theoretical foundations for further 
technological research34. 
The emergence of television technology has its roots in the same technology of 
the invention of the motion picture. Late 19th century scanning equipment had 
paved the way for the development of the television and this new device, which 
incorporated audio and visual images, was marketed in the late 1930s. Although 
television technology had already existed for several years, due to World War II, 
there had been disturbances in achieving the awareness of the public to the new 
medium. During the next ten years the television had no problem in selling and 
already by 1950 there were more people watching television than listening to the 
radio specifically in Los Angeles, Philadelphia, New York and Baltimore35.  
Television also gave politicians a platform for advertising their political 
policies, while creating an image for themselves in the public. In 1952 the first 
televised political advertisements were broadcasted, with Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s 40 advertisements named ‘Eisenhower answers America’.  These 
were to be the first entering presidential politics and created a whole new way of 
thinking about tools to get elected36.  
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The number of homes in the United States which received television grew 
astonishingly within the middle of the 20th century and the concept of 
broadcasting had ultimately gained full attention of the public. During this time, 
technology had grown substantially in new inventions and countless mechanical 
devices which could partly be attributed to what research there had been for 
furthering military intelligence and communication technology during World 
Wars I & II. Among these was the first indication of a computer, which only 
served the purpose of calculating and assisting military and governmental 
operations. As these new devices were only produced to serve military matters, 
the technology did not take long to further develop with the intentions of 
privately marketing them among businesses and companies37. 
The invention of the silicone chip in 1959 enabled computer technology to 
manufacture smaller computers that would help the computer industry in selling 
computers for individual uses. Throughout the 1960s, computer development 
grew massively as the different uses and applications that computers could 
process would provide a basis for a wide variety of new products.   
The first desk-top computer, which was designed for personal use, was launched 
in 1974 and it marked the commencement of a revolutionary device that served 
as a personal processing machine. By the 1980s, the computer gained immense 
popularity because it was able to provide the public with such applications as 
word processing, design, database management and other complicated 
engineering problems. An additional convenient development within personal 
computer innovations is the invention of portable computers, also known as the 
laptop38. Some of the first users of portable computer technology were be 
reporters and editors and by the 1990s the emergence of the World Wide Web 
revolutionized the way in which news was gathered and written. 
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The invention of the internet was ground-breaking in providing a whole new 
means of communication. This new medium of mass information sharing has 
developed explosively ever since its emergence as it provides a global network 
connecting millions of people in an everlasting stream of information and 
ideas39. The internet has set the means of a new way of thinking when 
considering mass communication. Today, it is the most used supply of 
communication because its range of sources is endless.  
 
When looking at how media has developed and shaped itself in accordance to 
societal changes and specifically at mass media in terms of newspapers, radio, 
television and the internet from a historical perspective, the question of what 
segments the senders and receivers belong to, has changed.  
 
As described in this chapter, newspapers were initially intended for the well 
educated upper-class and the influential elitist groups. Along with the industrial 
revolution, new notions of urbanization occurred, which enabled newspapers to 
market their publications to a wider range of receivers. Hereby both the sender 
and the receiver segment changed. In the 20th century, the receiver segment grew 
even wider as radio and television broadcasted news, which made it more 
accessible for groups such as illiterates and blind people. With the plurality of 
technological inventions and devices that have flourished in the late 20th century 
and through the beginning of the 21st century, the relationship of sender and 
receiver has redefined its limits. This has happened mainly through the 
development of the World Wide Web as everyone with internet access is able to 
share information and knowledge. News broadcasting has thrived on television 
and the internet as 24-hour live coverage and instant access has become a public 
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privilege. The United States alone have 150 million internet users who all have 
the opportunity to act as sender since the internet provides a variety of 
possibilities to promote personal opinions40. Conclusively, one could argue that 
in the early history of mass media there was a change within the receiver 
segment, whereas today the changes primarily occur within the sender segment. 
 
Throughout this chapter we have outlined ways in which politicians have used 
the media not only to promote themselves, but also to send negative messages 
about their opponents. In the following, we will discuss negative campaigning, 
and the role it plays in the media. 
 
 
3.1.2. Negative Campaigning 
The term negative campaigning refers to how a political candidate, in order to 
win an election, chooses to make a one-sided attack on a targeted opponent, by 
focusing on his weak spots. For example a candidate might choose to focus on 
his opponent’s “character flaws and broken promises”41. The function of this is 
to “increase the opponent’s negatives: his shortcomings and to place him in an 
unfavorable light”42. Negative campaigning, which is occasionally referred to as 
‘mudslinging’ or ‘attack advertising’ is meant to create doubt in a voters mind 
about a specific opponent’s skills to govern effectively43.  
On the contrast the term positive campaigning refers to ads exalting a 
candidate’s own policies and virtues that may work as a way to develop and 
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underline his key issues in a positive manner, and to reinforce some positive 
feelings of supporters44.  
Negative campaigning has many aspects, which according to Rowland Netaway 
from the New York Times “runs the gamut from pointing out an opponent’s 
weaknesses to ad hominem attacks on an opponent’s character to out-and-out 
underhanded dirty tricks”45.  
There are many tools and ways of conducting a negative campaign: one is to 
blame your opponent for negative campaigning; another is the use of humor or 
irony to cast the opponent in a bad light. 
Moreover, the campaigning does not always come directly from the candidate, 
but can come from supporters and surrogates of the candidate46.  
 
According to some researchers, negative campaigning is not a new phenomenon, 
but has a long history, going back several centuries. 
 
3.1.2.1. Today 
The most used form of negative campaigning is television-ads and 30-second 
commercial clips. Negative campaigning includes other strategies and ways of 
smearing the opponent through press statements, speeches, candidate debates 
and talk show appearances. Furthermore, the ways and tools used to criticize an 
opponent have expanded, especially due to the enormous diffusion of the World 
Wide Web, to include new inventions such as web videos and blogs47.  
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According to David Mark, author of “Going Dirty: the art of negative 
campaigning”, the future of negative campaigning will include other kinds of 
strategies, focusing more on “microtargeting” – attracting individual voters: 
“Negative political television commercials in the future will reach smaller and 
smaller groups of people”48. Moreover, internet ads and mobile text messages 
will be technological tools used in the diffusion of campaigns. 
In 2002 politicians and their campaign strategists faced a new challenge when 
the Bipartisan Campaign Reform act made a “Stand by your ad” provision, 
which requires federal candidates to identify themselves and take responsibility 
for the content of their ads. This provision was enacted as an opposition stand to 
the increase of negativity in political campaigns. One example of this provision 
can be seen in political commercials, where the candidate starts out by saying, 
for example: ‘My name is Barack Obama and I approve this message’49. 
 
3.1.2.2. Critique of Negative Campaigning 
In recent years, negative campaigning has been a very popular subject among 
communication researchers, especially in the U.S., with the attention turned 
towards: 
“the growing reliance on negative advertisements as opposed to positive 
advertisements, (…), the feat that advertisements determine electoral results, the 
fear that advertisements, especially the negative ones, cause decreased voter-
turnout, and the  concerning whether negative campaigns have an effect on 
voters”50. 
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The enormous amount of research that has been done for many years has also 
given a wide scale of results. There is a huge disagreement among political 
scientists, politicians and campaign strategists on what effect negative messages 
has on voters. Firstly, it is mostly politicians and campaign strategists who 
believe negative campaigning actually works51. Some researchers find negative 
messages to be useful, others do not. What Fridkin and Kenney propose in their 
research paper called “The Dimensions of Negative Messages”, is that not all 
negative messages are the same. Thus, new analyzing tools have to be created to 
fit the different kinds of messages/campaigns, in order to get a better 
understanding of them and their impact on society. 
 
3.2. Two Major American News Networks 
In the following chapter we will give an account of the history and background 
of two major American news outlets, namely Cable News Network and Fox 
News Channel. This is relevant to the project because these two channels have 
extensively covering the 2008 presidential election for as long as it has been 
going on. In this chapter, we will also look at the political shows that the 
different channels broadcast which specifically deal with the election, in order 
for us to be able to answer our research question.  
 
3.2.1. CNN 
The Cable News Network (CNN) was founded June 1st, 1980 by Ted Turner 
(1938)52. The concept behind CNN was to focus solely on news and delivering it 
in a way different from anything else on the air. 
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3.2.1.1. The Rise of CNN 
When CNN was launched in 1980, only 20 per cent of American households had 
access to cable television, and CNN reached a meagre 1.7 million households, 
fewer than needed to turn a profit. By the mid 1980s, Ted Turner had spent 
nearly 70 million dollars keeping CNN afloat. However, it was during this time 
that more and more cable channels like HBO, Disney and Showtime were 
beginning to appear on the air, thus making cable more attractive to viewers. By 
1985 CNN was reaching more than 33 million households, a substantial increase 
since its inception in 1980. This was a vital part of CNN’s success as more 
viewers meant more advertising revenue, which would allow Ted Turner to 
expand his network. That same year, CNN International was launched, 
broadcasting around the world via satellite. Since then, CNN’s networks have 
grown to include nearly a dozen news channels and a wholesale news service, 
CNN Newssource, which sells video news to almost 600 broadcast affiliates 
worldwide53.  
Turner’s news channels began gaining popularity and making a profit in the U.S. 
market, and political changes around the world were creating opportunities on 
the global market. State controlled media were beginning to allow local 
competition and alternative broadcast and cable stations were looking to offer 
their viewers a mix of programming- not only entertainment, but also news via 
satellite. Particularly in countries like South Africa, the Soviet Union, India, 
Japan, and Hong Kong, a market for non-local news was opening as people were 
dissatisfied with what state broadcasters were airing. The rapid growth of 
program channels and channel capacity allowed the market to open even further 
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for CNN54. CNN’s rapid rise was, in part, due to its innovative use of 
communication technologies. Satellites have given CNN the ability to reach all 
around the world, and their live, on-the-spot coverage would not be possible 
without this technology. 
 
3.2.1.2. Baghdad under Siege 
It was not until the Gulf War in 1991, however, that CNN’s expansion was most 
evident. During the war, CNN’s ratings increased by 10 times as many viewers 
as before the war, and surpassed those of the three biggest networks at the time, 
CBS, NBC and ABC, also referred to as ‘the big three’55. In the first hours of the 
war, CNN provided 17 hours of live coverage from Baghdad. CNN became the 
foremost channel transmitting news from both sides of the conflict. This was 
reflected in the polls which ranked CNN as the public’s first or second choice 
for news. By the end of the war, CNN had made a name for itself as the “most 
dynamic” news source56. The intensive coverage of the war gave the network its 
highest ratings and led to discussions of the term called the CNN effect. 
 
3.2.1.3. The CNN Effect 
The CNN effect is the idea that the network inadvertently plays a role in shaping 
the news through its aggressive live television coverage. Still, it is the live 
coverage and on-the-spot reporting that has given CNN much of its reputation as 
a credible news source. This was evident not only during the Gulf war but also 
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in their coverage of Tiananmen Square in 1989 and of the Parliament building in 
Moscow in 199157.  
The company’s stated priority is “Getting the news”58. CNN’s newsgathering 
operation consists of a team at CNN International which assigns stories to 
reporters. The reports that they produce, such as video footage and news 
packages, are then made available to the various CNN networks. The producers 
for each network choose based on their audience, the reports they want for their 
programs from a “menu” of stories59. CNN’s efficiency is in large part due to the 
fact that it can adapt the same story to any of the 10 different networks. This 
means that the cost per story remains low, as the same story can be aired on all 
of the different networks60. However, CNN managers understand that how they 
get the news and how they present it will affect the perspective of the news. 
CNN tries to avoid coming across as a U.S. oriented network and tends to hire 
non-American staff and reporters. Ted Turner’s program, CNN World Report, 
opens CNN’s airwaves to broadcasters from all around the world without 
editorial control. Ted Turner uses this program as a way of emphasizing CNN’s 
respect for other points of view.  
 
3.2.1.4. Further Development of CNN 
Ted Turner sold his empire to Time Warner in 1996 for 7.5 billion dollars. He 
remained as vice chairman and largest shareholder in the combined company, as 
well as head of its cable networks61. By 2000 CNN was reaching 78 million U.S. 
households, and more than a billion people worldwide62. By 2001, however, 
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CNN was experiencing some difficulty. They were losing viewers to other news 
networks like MSNBC, and especially Fox News Channel. CNN Management’s 
response was to lay off about 10 per cent of its staff of 4,300 people worldwide. 
They started a series of new talk shows which were built around the 
personalities of the hosts. One of these new hosts, Jeff Greenfield, described the 
challenges CNN was facing: “We need to keep the effort going to find new 
modes of making news interesting and compelling entertainment”63. What this 
entailed was that there would be more talking about the news and less reporting 
on the news64.   
 
3.2.1.5. CNN's Slogans and Political Coverage 
Pew (peoplepress.org) Study rated CNN as the most credible television news 
source65. CNN's slogan, which proclaims itself: “The most trusted name in 
news”, can be seen on the same page next to the easily recognizable CNN logo. 
However, recently a new slogan can be found both on cnn.com as well as on the 
television network; “No bias, no bull.” This slogan has mainly been associated 
with programming concerning the 2008 Presidential Election. For instance, a 
search on cnn.com produces a video result of a segment from CNN's Election 
Center 2008 hosted by anchor Campbell Brown, called “No Bias, No Bull”66. In 
this segment experts and analysts fact check claims made by candidates during 
the campaign. 
Election Center 2008 is not the only program dedicated to covering the 2008 
presidential election. CNN’s “The Campaign Trail” hosted by Jonathan Mann, 
as well as “The Situation Room” with host Wolf Blitzer, have dedicated all or 
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most of their air time to covering the 2008 presidential race between Barack 
Obama and John McCain. “The Campaign Trail” is aimed at bringing 
international viewers outside the United States the latest news and headlines 
during the presidential campaigns. The 30 minute show, which airs on 
weekends, brings international viewers polls and political analyses67. 
The Situation Room is another program is hosted by CNN's lead anchor for 
political coverage during the 2008 presidential election68. According to its 
website on cnn.com The Situation Room “assembles top CNN correspondents, 
analysts, contributors and guests for complete, up-to-the minute coverage of the 
day's events. Modelled on the concept of the White House Situation Room, the 
program combines traditional reporting methods with the newest innovative 
online resources, making the entire process of newsgathering more transparent 
and placing the latest news and information at the viewers' fingertips,”69. 
 
Today, CNN continues as one of the leading cable news networks, and 
according to nielsenmedia.com in June 2008 it reached more viewers than any 
other cable news network ever70.  
However, during the October 2nd 2008 Vice Presidential Debate between Joe 
Biden and Sarah Palin, CNN averaged 10,685,000 viewers. This was not enough 
to beat the Fox News Channel, which averaged 11,098,000 viewers during the 
debate. This was the highest rating for any cable channel covering the debate, 
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and was Fox News Channel’s highest viewership since it was founded 12 years 
ago71. 
 
3.2.2. Fox News Channel 
The U.S. cable and satellite news channel, Fox News Channel, is owned by The 
Fox News Channel Entertainment Group, which is a part of the media company 
‘News Corporation’, owned by Australian and former conservative political 
adviser Rupert Murdoch (1931). Fox News Channel was first launched in 
October 199672. 
 
3.2.2.1. The Emergence of Fox News Channel 
In 1980, Rupert Murdoch created the media company News Corporation, which 
started buying independent TV stations around the United States in the 1980s 
which became known as the Fox Television Stations Group. In the autumn of 
1985, Murdoch declared his intention to create a fourth network that could be a 
rival to the three dominant networks: ABC, CBS and NBC73. This was the 
beginning of the Fox Broadcasting Company, usually referred to as Fox News 
Channel, which was launched in October 1986. Earlier that year Murdoch 
expressed his plans and strategy for the future of the Fox News Channel 
Network:   
 
“We at Fox at the moment are deeply involved in working to put shape and form 
on original programs. These will be shows with no outer limits. The only rules 
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that we will enforce on these programs is they must have taste, they must be 
engaging, they must be entertaining and they must be original.”74 
 
In the following years the content of Fox was a range of various entertainment 
shows, such as late-night talk shows, sitcoms, cartoons and television series with 
young people as a target group. Despite successful shows, Fox still did not 
manage to compete on the same level as the ‘big three’. Nevertheless, Fox grew 
steadily through the 1990s, buying more TV-stations. 
In March 1996, Murdoch proclaimed the introduction of the 24-hour-per-day 
cable news channel ‘Fox News Channel News Channel’, which was launched on 
the October 7, 1996. For Murdoch, the emergence of the Fox News Channel, 
was allegedly “to counter a news media, that in his opinion, was dominated by 
liberals”, and over time to make the channel a worldwide news media. Before 
Fox News Channel was launched, news broadcast was only a small percentage 
of the programming of the Fox Broadcasting Corporation, and not a part of the 
primetime broadcasting. Instead it was ‘the big three’ that before 1996 were the 
main news sources on television75. When first starting Fox News Channel, 
Murdoch hired Roger Ailes to become the chairman and chief executive officer 
of Fox News Channel News, who had been a political media consultant for 
several presidents like Ronald Reagan, Richard M. Nixon and George W. Bush 
Sr. Together, Murdoch and Ailes started the launch of Fox News Channel, 
which in the beginning only was broadcasted to a small amount of households 
compared to the bigger networks. In order to increase the market share of Fox, 
Fox News Channel network offered a number of one time payments of 10 
dollars per subscriber to cable systems around the country to include Fox News 
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Channel’s news in its programming76. This resulted in a wide expansion of 
American households being able to receive Fox News Channel, and from there it 
steadily grew popular enough to compete with other news networks. 
 
3.2.2.2. Fox News Channel Today 
Fox News Channel has become one of the largest media news networks of the 
United States today, and as mentioned earlier in this chapter, it has gained 
popularity from viewers to such an extent that it is now considered one of the 
highest rated news channels in the country. Two of the primetime opinion 
shows, ‘The O’Reilly Factor’ and ‘Hannity and Colmes’ have become number 
one programs in 1998 and 1999, with the first still being the most popular show 
on Fox News Channel. ‘The O’Reilly Factor’ – also called a ‘no spin zone’ with 
host Bill O’Reilly, is according to Fox News Channel’s website, an “unequaled 
blend of news analysis and hard hitting investigate reporting”77, and ‘Hannity 
and Colmes’ a debate show presenting conservative political analyst Sean 
Hannity and liberal Alan Colmes, taking up news stories and political issues. 
During the 2003 war in Iraq, Fox News Channel was the most watched cable 
news channel with a supposed viewer increase of 300 per cent. This meant that 
they had approximately 3.3 million viewers daily when the conflict was at its 
highest78. 
Today Fox News is available to 85 million households in the United States and 
the Fox Broadcasting Company also has channels abroad in more than 40 
countries centered in Europe, Asia and South America79. Moreover, Fox News 
Channel has other media outlets such as the radio network called Fox News 
                                                          
76 Chang, Chih Chieh, 2005: 24 
77 http://www.Fox News Channelnews.com/story/0,2933,1256,00.html – retrieved October 26th. 
78 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/3148015.stm – retrieved October 26th. 
79 http://www.answers.com/topic/Fox News Channel-news-channel – retrieved October 26th. 
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Radio, presenting talk radio programs and small news casts, together with a 
satellite radio station, ‘Fox News Talk’, showcasing talk shows and news 
reports, with both outlets introducing well known Fox News Channel 
personalities. Furthermore, Fox has an online news service, providing updated 
news, videos and live radio80. 
In order for Fox News Channel to promote itself, the channel has two main 
slogans: “We report, you decide” and “Fair and Balanced”, indicating the 
channel’s own perception of its news content and programs as being ‘objective 
reporting’ with no political bias.  
 
3.2.2.3. Fox News Channel’s Political Coverage 
In the 2008 presidential election, Fox News Channel is covering the election 
daily through a special program: ‘American Election HQ’, hosted by different 
Fox News Channel personalities, for example Gregg Jarrett and Julia Banderas, 
to present “all of the political news of the day”81, being broadcasted especially in 
the daytime schedule. Furthermore, the election is also covered through other 
news shows, such as the ‘O’Reilly Factor’, ‘Hannity and Colmes’, and more, 
dedicated to unleash different sites of the campaign and the presidential 
candidates, Barack Obama and John McCain. 
 
                                                          
80 http://www.foxnews.com - retrieved October 26th. 
81 http://www.Fox News Channelnews.com/Fox News Channeltb/ – retrieved October 26th  
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4. Case Study: How the Channels Cover the 2008 Debates 
To analyze Fox News Channel News and CNN’s coverage of the Presidential 
debates and Vice Presidential debate, we must first give a general description of 
the content of those debates. The following is an overview of the most important 
topics, answers and discussion points from the candidates. The first and the third 
presidential debate between Barack Obama and John McCain are described, as 
is the vice presidential debate between Joe Biden and Sarah Palin. All 
descriptions are based on transcripts and videos of the debates from 
cbsnews.com.  
 
4.1. The First Presidential Debate 2008 
The first presidential debate of the 2008 presidential election between 
Republican candidate John McCain and Democratic candidate Barack Obama 
was held on the September 26th at the University of Mississippi in Oxford. The 
debate was moderated by Jim Lehrer from the Public Broadcasting Service 
(PBS). The topic of the debate was foreign policy, however, due to the recent 
U.S. financial crisis, a segment of questions covered the candidates’ positions on 
the U.S. economy. The questions asked on foreign policy covered Russia, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran. Taxes, domestic security and the candidate’s 
fundamental differences and their experience were also important topics raised 
throughout the debate. The candidates were given two minutes each to respond 
to the questions, followed by one minute for discussion. The following describes 
the main topics covered during the debate and a summary of the candidates’ 
answers: 
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4.1.1. Economy 
The first question was on the 700 billion dollar bailout bill82 that was up for vote 
in the U.S. Congress. Both candidates said that they were optimistic about the 
bill. Senator Obama called for more government regulation and oversight on 
Wall Street. McCain focused on holding people accountable for the greed and 
excess of Wall Street and Washington which he believes to be the cause of the 
economic downturn. Obama agreed, but felt that accountability was needed at 
all times, not just during a crisis, and that more attention should be paid to the 
middle class. When asked about their fundamental differences in leading the 
country out of the financial crisis, McCain answered that spending needed to be 
brought under control, and that he would veto every spending bill that came 
across his desk as president of the United States. Obama in turn criticized 
McCain for supporting a 3 billion dollar tax cut for the wealthiest people and 
corporations in America, and went on to propose his own tax cut for 95 per cent 
of Americans making less than 250,000 dollars a year. When asked what 
priorities they would have to change as president, given the current financial 
crisis, the moderator was not satisfied with either candidate’s answers and was 
forced to rephrase his question several times. Obama said that his top priorities; 
investing in alternative sources of energy, health care, and education, would not 
change. McCain proposed an across the board spending freeze for everything 
besides military and veteran care, meaning he would temporarily cut funding for 
all government programs other than the military83. 
                                                          
82 The Emergency Economic Stabilization Act of 2008. The purposes of this act are listed in the bill under 
SECTION. 2. as follows:    
"(1) to immediately provide authority and facilities that the Secretary of the Treasury can use to restore liquidity 
and stability to the financial system of the United States; and (2) to ensure that such authority and such facilities 
are used in a manner that— (A) protects home values, college funds, retirement accounts, and life savings; (B) 
preserves homeownership and promotes jobs and economic growth; (C) maximizes overall returns to the 
taxpayers of the United States; and (D) provides public accountability for the exercise of such authority." 
(http://publicmarkup.org/bill/senate-emergency-economic-stabilization-act-2008/1/ – retrieved October 31st. 
83 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/06/politics/2008debates/main4504409.shtml?source=search_story – 
retrieved October 31st.  
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4.1.2. Foreign Policy 
Firstly, the candidates were asked what the lessons of Iraq are. McCain stressed 
that the U.S. could not withdraw their troops from the region too early, claiming 
that it would be a defeat- one he said would strengthen Iran's influence in the 
region. Obama stated that he had never supported invading Iraq, and felt that it 
took the focus off of Afghanistan, which he views as the real threat. He added 
that the U.S. should never hesitate to use its military but that the military needs 
to be used wisely. On the topic of Afghanistan, it was asked whether more 
troops were needed. Obama believes that the U.S. needs to withdraw troops 
from Iraq, a country which, he claims had nothing to do with 9/11, and put more 
troops into Afghanistan. He went on to say that his administration would do 
whatever it takes to catch Osama Bin Laden, even if it meant crossing the border 
into Pakistan, assuming the Pakistanis could not or would not help. McCain said 
that more troops was not the most important thing needed in the region but that 
what really is needed is a new strategy that will win over the people in the 
Middle East. He went on to criticize Obama, claiming that Obama is threatening 
to launch military attacks into Pakistan. Concerning Iran, both candidates agreed 
that they should not be allowed to develop nuclear weapons as this would 
threaten Israel and begin an arms race in the Middle East. Obama claimed that 
the Iraq war strengthened Iran. He wants to engage in direct talks with Iran, 
something which McCain vehemently disagrees with. McCain’s argument 
was that sitting down on a presidential level without preconditions with enemies 
is unacceptable as you risk validating their cause. Obama refutes this, saying he 
does not mean on a presidential level but that talks have to be initiated even 
without preconditions. Russia was also discussed, and the candidates were asked 
whether they saw Russia as a competitor, enemy or a potential partner. Both 
candidates agreed that the attack on Georgia was unacceptable, however, were 
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cautious not to rule the country out as a potential partner. The final question was 
what the candidates saw as the U.S. chances of another 9/11 styled attack. 
McCain believes the threat to be much less now than it was directly after 9/11, 
but that the U.S. has a long way to go before being completely safe. Obama 
believes the U.S. is safer in some ways and that the biggest threat to America 
would be terrorists getting nuclear weapons84. 
  
4.2. Vice Presidential Debate 
The first and only vice presidential debate was held on the October 2nd 2008 and 
moderated by Gwen Ifill from PBS. Republican candidate and governor of 
Alaska Sarah Palin debated Democratic nominee Senator Joe Biden of Delaware 
on a variety of key issues in this election, covering both foreign and domestic 
policy. The following are the most important issues covered as well as a 
description of the answers given. 
 
4.2.1. Economy 
One of the biggest topics was the economy, with questions on the financial 
crisis, the bailout bill, government spending, the crisis facing homeowners, and 
regulation and oversight in Washington and on Wall Street. Joe Biden criticized 
the Bush Administration for their policies over the past eight years and the 
excessive deregulation of the private sector. Biden called for more oversight for 
the Secretary of Treasury, which homeowners would have to be the focus, tax 
payers would have to be treated as investors in the bailout bill- meaning they 
will get their money back and finally that CEOs should not be allowed to benefit 
from the bill. Palin expressed her concerns that the American people were 
                                                          
84 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/06/politics/2008debates/main4504409.shtml?source=search_story – 
retrieved October 31st. 
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experiencing "fear" regarding their investments and businesses85 because of the 
crisis, saying that John McCain is the reformer who can bring people together 
during this time. When asked who is to blame for the financial meltdown, Palin 
argued that it was the lenders and that, along with McCain, she would stop the 
corruption on Wall Street. Biden went on to criticize McCain for supporting 
excessive deregulation and wanting to do the same to Health Care. When asked 
if she cared to respond to Biden's criticism of McCain’s health care plan, Palin 
preferred to respond on the topic of taxes. When asked how the bailout bill 
would affect their priorities as Vice President, Biden admitted that foreign aid 
would have to be put on hold and that wasteful spending would have to be 
eliminated. Palin did not have any differences in priorities86. 
  
4.2.2. Taxes 
Taxes were frequently brought up by both candidates. Joe Biden accused 
McCain of giving a 300 billion dollar tax break to the wealthy and corporations 
with the false notion that it would trickle down, while Palin accused Biden and 
Obama of wanting to raise taxes, specifically on people making more than 
250,000 dollars a year, which according to Palin would tax small businesses. 
Palin argued that paying taxes is not patriotic87. 
 
4.2.3. Health Care 
Palin agreed to defend McCain’s health care plan, claiming that health care 
should stay private, and that under a McCain/Palin administration every 
                                                          
85 (http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml - retrieved October 
31st. 
86 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
87 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
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American would receive a 5,000 dollar tax credit which they could use to buy 
their own health care. Biden claimed that McCain's policy will drop a large 
percentage of people and will not fix anything88.  
  
4.2.4. Partisanship 
When asked about the polarization between the two parties in Washington, 
Biden cited examples of work he had done with members of both parties and 
criticized McCain of being out of touch. Sarah Palin claimed to have a record of 
reform, accusing Barack Obama of voting 96 per cent with his own party. This 
topic was raised by both candidates throughout the debate89. 
 
4.2.5. Energy 
On the topic of climate change, Palin admitted she was not sure if it was 
manmade Biden, however, believes it is. Biden called for investing in new 
energy sources like Clean Coal and Nuclear Energy which he says will create 
jobs. Palin would like to begin environmentally “safe” offshore drilling, 
claiming that the American people are hungry for domestic sources of oil90. 
 
4.2.6. Foreign Policy 
The war in Iraq, specifically whether there should be a timetable for withdrawal 
was a major topic. Biden called for a withdrawal of troops and Palin, echoing 
                                                          
88 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
89 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
90 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
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what John McCain has said, claimed this would signify defeat, and went on 
to criticize Obama’s denial that the surge of troops in Iraq had worked91.  
  
4.2.7. Social Issues 
Concerning gay marriage, both candidates agreed that the definition of marriage 
should stay between a man and a woman. Biden argued that it is a matter of 
religious belief and it is not the governments place to change that definition. 
However, from a civil rights perspective same sex couples should have the exact 
same rights as married couples. Palin agreed on this92.  
 
4.3. The Final Presidential Debate 
The final debate between the two presidential candidates was held on October 
15th 2008 and moderated by Bob Scheiffer of PBS. This debate covered the 
candidates’ views on domestic policy. Each topic was given 9 minutes; the 
candidates each had two minutes to respond, followed by a discussion. The 
candidates were encouraged to ask each other follow-up questions. The 
following is an outline of the most important topics and answers given. 
  
4.3.1. Economy 
The economy was once again a major topic of discussion. The candidates were 
first asked why each candidate’s tax plan was better than the others. McCain 
wants to protect homeowners and buy up all the bad mortgage loans. Obama 
wants to end tax breaks for companies who ship work overseas, and provide 
                                                          
91 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
92 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/02/politics/2008debates/main4497063.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
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incentives to companies who create jobs in the U.S. Furthermore, he wants to 
give a tax break to the middle class and believes that alternative energy, 
education and health care need to be invested in, in order to create a long term 
solution for the American economy. John McCain criticized Obama, claiming 
that he wants to raise taxes on those making more than 250,000 dollars a year, 
which according to McCain includes small businesses. Obama claims that 98 per 
cent of small businesses make less than 250,000 dollars a year and that they 
would receive additional incentives as they are the driver of the economy. The 
candidates once again discussed the changes they would make in their policies 
and priorities given the financial crisis, however, the answers given were nearly 
identical to those given in the first debate so they will not be outlined here once 
again93.  
  
4.3.2. Campaigning 
Though both candidates had pledged to take the high road in this campaign, the 
campaign has nonetheless become quite negative. The Obama campaign has 
referred to McCain as erratic and out of touch. The McCain campaign has run 
ads calling Obama dangerous and dishonorable. The candidates were asked 
about this and asked whether they were prepared to say any of the things that 
have been circulating in the campaign to each other’s face. Both candidates 
argued back and forth on who was running the most negative campaign. McCain 
claimed that if Obama had agreed to meet with him in town hall meetings across 
the U.S. that none of this would have been necessary94.  
  
                                                          
93 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/16/politics/2008debates/main4525254.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
94 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/16/politics/2008debates/main4525254.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
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Each candidate was then asked why their running mate would be better at 
running the country than the other. Obama pointed to Biden’s 26 years in the 
senate and his expertise on foreign policy. McCain praised Palin as a reformer 
and as a role model to women. Neither candidate was willing to accuse the 
other’s running mate of being unqualified95. 
  
4.3.3. Energy 
What needs to be done to reduce the U.S. dependency on foreign oil? McCain 
said that he wants to invest in nuclear power, wind, tide, solar, natural gas, flex 
fuel, hybrid, and clean coal technology. Obama wants the oil companies to tap 
into the oil reserves that they are not using. For a long term solution, solar, wind, 
biodiesel, and geothermal, all need to be invested in. Obama also supports 
nuclear power, something McCain accused him of being against96. 
  
4.3.4. Health Care 
The candidates were asked whether they supported controlling health care costs 
over expanding health care coverage. Obama believes both needs to be done and 
claims his plan does just that. Under his plan those who were happy with their 
health coverage could keep it, however, he will lower the costs, and make sure 
the insurance companies can not discriminate against people with pre-existing 
conditions. Both candidates want to put health care records online as they claim 
it will reduce costs. McCain also wants to give the American people a 5,000 
                                                          
95 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/16/politics/2008debates/main4525254.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
96 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/16/politics/2008debates/main4525254.shtml – retrieved October 
31st. 
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dollar tax credit so they can go out and buy their own health care insurance, 
rather than having federal health care97. 
  
4.3.5. Social Issues 
On whether or not Roe v. Wade98 should be overturned, McCain believes that it 
should be up to the individual states whether or not they want to legalize 
abortion. Obama believes that Roe v. Wade should not be overturned as it is 
protected in the Constitutions Right to Privacy99.  
  
4.3.6. Education 
It is pointed out by the moderator that by international measurements American 
students are behind most other developed nations in mathematics 
and science. Obama believes this is greatly linked to the economy and wants to 
invest in early childhood education and education in mathematics and science. 
He also underscores the need for parents to get involved. McCain wants to 
invest in good teachers, and find bad teachers a line of work more suited for 
them. He also believes that college loans need to be made more available. When 
asked whether they thought the federal government should invest more money 
in the school systems, Obama said he felt that keeping school funding on a local 
level has worked well but that the federal government does have a responsibility 
to invest money in education. He criticizes the Bush Administration's ‘No Child 
                                                          
97 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/16/politics/2008debates/main4525254.shtml 
98 Roe v. Wade (1973) was a landmark decision in the United States Supreme Court which ruled that most anti 
abortion laws violated citizens’ constitutional right to privacy under the fourteenth amendment. 
(http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/historics/USSC_CR_0410_0113_ZS.html - retrieved October 31st. 
99 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/16/politics/2008debates/main4525254.shtml - retrieved October 31st. 
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Left Behind Act’100, claiming that the money was left behind. Obama also 
stresses the need for college affordability. McCain agrees that the ‘No Child 
Left Behind’ act is flawed, but feels that it was a step in the right direction and 
just needs some reform101.   
  
 
                                                          
100 The ‘No Child Left Behind’ Act of 2001 is "...a landmark in education reform designed to improve student 
achievement and change the culture of America's schools." http://www.ed.gov/nclb/overview/intro/index.html - 
retrieved October 31st. 
101 http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/16/politics/2008debates/main4525254.shtml - retrieved October 
31st. 
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5. Theories 
In the following chapter we are going to introduce the theories which we will 
apply and use as our tools for our analyses for our case-study. The theories 
which we find most sufficient in analyzing our case-study are agenda-setting 
theory and argumentation theory.  
 
5.1. Agenda-setting Theory 
Television viewers, who are exposed to different news through mass media, 
receive a myriad of information, opinions and pictures from hot spots around the 
globe. What a lot of them do not know is that, according to the media theory of 
agenda-setting, most of what is shown in the media has in some way or another 
been through a filter before being broadcasted. An example could be that a 
specific news channel focuses on presidential candidate Barack Obama being 
black, which then becomes a ‘top story’ of the day – making the viewers believe 
that this story is of great importance. Agenda-setting is thus quickly summarized 
by Bernard Cohen as: “the idea that media don’t tell people what to think, but 
what to think about”102.  
 
5.1.1. Definition 
The journalist Walter Lippmann (1922) argued that the concept of environment 
is too complex to grasp for average people, and that when having ‘pictures’ 
about the world around them, it helps to reconstruct reality in a less complicated 
way. This argument was what gave way for Cohen’s definition of agenda-
setting, which later was confirmed in research conducted by Maxwell E. 
McCombs and Donald Shaw with the conclusion that:  
                                                          
102 Baran, Stanley J. and Davis, Dennis K., Mass Communication Theory, 2008: 279  
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“In choosing and displaying news, editors, newsroom staff, and broadcasters 
play an important part in shaping political reality. Readers learn not only 
about a given issue, but how much importance to attach to that issue from the 
amount of information in a news story and its position (…) The mass media 
may well determine the important issues–that is, the media may set the 
‘agenda’ of the campaign”103.  
 
In the article brought in International Encyclopaedia of the Social and 
Behavioural Sciences by Maxwell McCombs, an example of how agenda-setting 
can affect the public opinion is given. It states that during a long period of 
negative mass media focus on the economy of the United States, the media 
influenced both the consumption of the population, and also the actual 
economy104.  
 
5.1.2. Priming 
Researchers Shanto Iyengar and Donald Kinder worked further with the concept 
of agenda-setting, stressing the fact that it could primarily be used within media 
and politics. They formulated a term called priming, on the basic idea similar to 
Lippmann’s point of complex environment and needing simple ‘pictures’ to 
acquaint to reality. They stressed that through priming, which is “the idea that 
media draw attention to some aspects of political life at the expense of 
others”105, it is easier for audience to recognize the importance of a certain 
political story.  
                                                          
103 McCombs and Shaw, 1972: 176 as quoted in Baran et al, 2008: 279. 
104 McCombs in Smelser & Baltes, 2001 
105 Baran et al, 2008: 280 
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Iyengar and Kinder also focused on the position of a story in the news. 
Typically, a story in the beginning is often paid more attention to, because it is 
widely perceived that the first story is the lead story and because the level of 
attention with the viewer is larger in the beginning of the news broadcast106.  
 
5.1.3. Framing 
McCombs has further developed the concept of agenda-setting in connection 
with another formulated media theory; framing: the social constructionist notion 
that people perceive the world and the everyday environment from socially 
constructed expectations, and that the media live up to these expectations107. 
Consequently, agenda-setting theory combined with framing theory has been 
developed into what McCombs calls ‘second-level agenda-setting’ which moves 
from the question of “what to think about” (first level) to “how to think about 
it”108.  
 
5.1.4. Object and Attribute 
The two levels of agenda-setting are also referred to as object level (first level) 
and attribute level (second level). The object level focus is the one which has 
been described above, namely the media’s control of what objects the viewer 
thinks about. Objects, in this respect, are the different stories in the news media. 
The second-level agenda-setting tells the viewer how to think about these 
objects through attribute agendas, the descriptive factors of the objects such as 
properties, qualities and characteristics. For example, if we say that the object is 
a presidential candidate, prior research has shown that there are three general 
                                                          
106 Baran et al, 2008: 281 
107 Baran et al, 2008: 315 
108 Baran et al, 2008: 282 
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attributes that viewers notice: (1) intellectual ability, (2) moral quality and (3) 
leadership ability109.  
 
5.1.5. Consequences 
The theory of agenda-setting is the most prominent theory when looking at the 
media’s effect on politics and public opinion110. In his article, “A Look at 
Agenda-setting: past, present and future”, Maxwell McCombs lists three main 
consequences that agenda-setting has on attitudes and opinions, which sum up 
what has been introduced throughout this account of agenda-setting theory: 
1) “forming an opinion 
2) priming opinions about public figures through an emphasis on particular 
issues 
3) shaping an opinion through an emphasis on particular attributes”111. 
 
5.1.6. Criticism 
The theory of agenda-setting has been criticized when looking at the actual 
power of the media. Baran and Davis, in their book, note that one might modify 
the core of the theory; the public opinion adjusting accordingly to what is most 
salient in the media. By switching it around, one might instead suggest that the 
media are affected by the viewers and what they want to hear, see or read. This 
would make sense in such a way that the media therefore would gain viewers by 
reinforcing the public opinion112.  
 
                                                          
109 Graber, 1972; McCombs et al. 1997; Nimmo and Savage 1976; Sigel 1964 as referred to in Kiousis, 2005: 5 
110 Hügel, et al, 1989: 191 
111 McCombs, 2005: 549 
112 Baran et al, 2008: 280 
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5.2 Argumentation Theory 
 
5.2.1. The concept of Argumentation Theory 
Internationally known researcher in the field of argumentation theory and 
rhetoric Frans van Eemeren argues in his book “Crucial Concepts in 
Argumentation Theory” that in order to understand the concept of argumentation 
theory, a definition of argumentation must first be put in place. He defines it as 
“a verbal, social and rational activity aimed at convincing a reasonable critic of 
the acceptability of a standpoint by advancing a constellation of propositions 
justifying or refuting the proposition expressed in the standpoint”113. In other 
words argumentation is a social activity which is directed towards others. The 
speaker or writer defends a certain issue to a listener or reader who is in doubt or 
has a different outlook. The aim of argumentation is to justify ones standpoint or 
to disprove the one of the opponent. In order for an argument to function 
properly it must be presented, justified and defended by the arguer114. 
 
                                                          
113 Van Eemeren, 2001:11 
114 Brønn, 1998:83 
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5.2.2. The Model of Argument 
Philosopher Stephen Edelston Toulmin proposed a model of argument which 
contains six components: claims, evidence, warrants, backing, qualifiers and 
rebuttals. 
 
The Toulmin Argument Model illustrates the interaction between various 
components. Claims are questionable statements and the focus of an argument. 
They represent the main idea of the strategic policy, for example “The Ravens 
will win the Superbowl this year”. A claim needs to be supported therefore 
information and data is offered as evidence: “They have the best defense in the 
league”. A warrant is a linkage between claim and evidence. Statements based 
on common knowledge, authoritative attributions or reasoning authorizing, 
motivates the movement from the evidence to the claim: “The team with the best 
defense has won each of the last five years”. The basic argument contains three 
essential components, as mentioned previously. However, Toulmin introduces 
additional supporting statements. Backing is a supportive statement that 
strengthens the warrant: “The team with the best defense has won each of the 
last five years”. Qualifiers are ambiguous statements, which limit a claim and 
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enhance its validity: “The probability that the Jets will win the Superbowl is 80 
percent”. Rebuttals are statements that strengthen the argument by pointing out 
exceptional cases and can be applied to all components of the argument: 
“Anything could happen. The Ravens’ defense might have a lot of injuries”. Its 
aim is to recognize the restrictions. By providing supplementary logic and 
improving the claim the additional components intend to make the argument 
more convincing115.          
The fundamental aim of argumentation is to persuade people or their beliefs. 
Even though there are some prohibitions against intentionally false or negligent 
claims there are no prohibitions in persuading audience in an ill-equipped 
fashion. 
Persuasion of the audience would not be effective if people do not believe the 
speaker. Because of this, the speaker must always be prepared for potential 
objections and he must therefore be able to respond to these. Responding 
appropriately and effectively is as important as choosing proper claims in 
argumentation. Moreover, according to Alvin I. Goldman, it is crucial to choose 
which objections to respond to and thus earn “merit points”116. He claims that: 
“Good arguers can retract some of their original premises when appropriate, 
withdraw original claims of support relations, and even concede that their 
original conclusion was mistaken. Being a good arguer does not entail being 
obstinate or unappreciative of new evidence”117. Goldman argues that a good 
speaker must not only be able to receive and respond to criticism, but also to 
elaborate on different perceptions and a final conclusion. 
 
                                                          
115 Brønn, 1998: 83-84 
116 Goldman, 1994: 41 
117 Goldman, 1994: 41 
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6. Analysis 
Having gathered different tools from the field of communication; agenda-setting 
theory and argumentation theory, it is now possible for us to give an analysis of 
our case study. From this analysis we hope to be able to find theoretically 
verified premises from which we can discuss whether or not CNN and Fox 
News Channel convey a political bias during their coverage of the 2008 
presidential election. 
When taking a point of departure in agenda-setting theory it is important, as 
Iyengar and Kinder stress, to look at the order in which the different issues are 
presented. Since we only have a part of the TV shows, it is not possible to say in 
what order the objects were brought up. However, as CNN and Fox News 
Channel have chosen to add this clip to their official homepage, we interpret this 
to be what they find most relevant. Taking these conditions into consideration 
we still find it necessary to look at the order of the objects in the clips. 
 
6.1. CNN’s Coverage of the Debates 
 
6.1.1. “Analyzing the Debate” (see appendix 1)  
In the following we will conduct an analysis of how the CNN political 
contributors Paul Begala and Alex Castellanos discussed the first presidential 
debate on the 26th of September 2008, in the clip “Analyzing the Debate” from 
CNN’s webpage. The discussion was moderated by Wolf Blitzer. 
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The first object discussed is economy, and Paul Begala does not think that the 
two candidates are “able to deal with it in the debate”118. He then goes on to 
talking about the next object, namely the candidates’ political frame of their 
campaigns. Wolf Blitzer quickly moves on to the third object when he discusses 
the potential ‘blunders’ of the candidates. Alex Castellanos brings up the so 
called ‘comfort test’, as the fourth object, and the way he thought Obama 
handled it119.  
It is noteworthy that the host, Wolf Blitzer, brings up the third object, namely 
blunders, because in the beginning of the clip, political contributor Paul Begala 
discusses the politics and appearances of the candidates, but when bringing up 
the faults of the candidates, it is clear that Wolf Blitzer wants to turn the 
discussion in a different direction by addressing negative messages such as the 
following:  
 
“... when he referred to the new president of Pakistan, he called him ‘Kadari’, I 
don’t even know where he got that name, so that was a stumble, it is a difficult 
name for Americans to remember and to pronounce, but you would not think 
that John McCain necessarily would slip up on that?!”120.  
 
This is a clear example of priming, in which the host is focusing on one object at 
the expense of another. Another example of this is the fact that Alex Castellanos 
shifts the focus from being negative and informal about McCain, to a more 
serious and positive focus placed on Obama by stating that;  
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“independents(...)are going to look at that guy and say; you know what, he had 
stature,”121.  
 
Attributes, also referred to as second-level agenda-setting, is how the sender 
wants the audience to think about the objects instead of what to think about. 
What Wolf Blitzer wants the audience to think about are blunders. He does this 
by asking a leading question; “No major blunders? Do you think there were any 
major blunders, Alex Castellanos?”122 By referring specifically to McCain’s 
blunders it shows how he wants the viewer to think about the object. This is seen 
as he turns back to the issue and mentions McCain’s mistaken pronunciation of 
the new president of Pakistan’s name, even though Castellanos answers that he 
does not think there were any blunders.   
Another example of how the object is attributed is when Paul Begala mentions 
the political frame of the campaigns. According to him, Obama’s frame is 
‘future versus the past’ and McCain’s frame is ‘strength versus risky choice’. In 
this case, the object is the political frame and he says: “If I were an Obama 
strategist I feel my frame came through a little more clear than theirs”123, this 
statement indicates that Paul Begala considers Obama to be the better arguer, 
which also suggests how he wants the viewer to think about the political frames. 
As mentioned within the chapter The History of Mass Media124, the expectations 
towards media have changed over time. Today entertainment and sensationalism 
are of high priority. “Analyzing the Debate” lives up to these expectations to 
some extent, since the tone of the discussion is quite informal. Hereby 
entertainment is emphasized which may seem appealing to the viewers, as the 
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average person can follow and the academic tone is downplayed. Glitz over 
content is clearly a factor in use. 
According to McCombs, different consequences of agenda-setting theory may 
occur. One is the fact that the media may shape the opinion of the viewer; this is 
also seen within this clip, as McCain is given a role where he may seem less 
intelligent than what he actually is. An example of this is Alex Castellanos`s 
statement; “He got most of the vowels and consonants right though and it can be 
a little complicated (laugh)”125. Another example is when they are giving 
Obama credit for his ability to convince independents to vote for him; or in other 
words, he is the secure choice. 
 
6.1.2. “The VP Debate: Analysis” (see appendix 2) 
This is an analysis of what CNN contributor Carl Bernstein has to say about the 
Vice Presidential Candidate Debate on October 3rd 2008. The clip was taken 
from CNN’s website, and is hosted by Melissa Long. 
 
In her first question, Melissa Long brings up the object concerning moments that 
stick out as something special. In Carl Bernstein’s opinion it is not about 
moments, so he moves on to the next objects which are the performances of 
Sarah Palin and Joe Biden, and shifts back and forth between these two objects. 
After this he talks about John McCain and which of the candidates knew his 
record the best. Throughout the debate, Melissa Long asks only a few questions, 
other than that, Carl Bernstein talks about what he finds interesting from the 
debate. 
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Carl Bernstein mostly talks about the object of Palin’s performance in the debate 
and if she appeared “(…) to be someone prepared to be the president of the 
United States”126, attributing to this that he does not think she is capable, which 
indicates how he wants the viewer to think about this object. He then goes on to 
discuss McCain, and criticises McCain’s judgment in choosing Palin as vice 
president. In relation to this, he mentions McCain’s age: “John McCain is 72 
year old, he’s had four melanomas, so this has to go into the equation”127, and 
the three times where a vice president has had to take the president’s place either 
because of sickness or death. This indicates that how he wants viewers to think 
about the object of McCain is that he is old and might not last his first term; 
therefore Palin could become president one day. As previously noted, Bernstein 
has already made clear that he does not think Palin is ready to be President, so 
here it seems that the attributes given to these two objects are very negative. 
Bernstein gives the object; Biden’s performance credit by saying: “Tonight he 
was the best I’ve ever heard him”128. He supports this by saying: “He knew John 
McCain’s record better than Sarah Palin knew John McCain’s record”129. With 
this comment, Bernstein is giving both positive attributes to Biden because he 
has his facts right, and negative attributes to Palin because she should be more 
familiar with McCain’s record than Biden. Through these attributes, he is 
indicating that Palin does not have the same political experience as Biden, and 
therefore the viewer should think of her as unqualified. 
Similarly, Bernstein discusses Palin’s participation in the Saturday Night Live 
skit (SNL) where she was making fun of herself, and he then goes on to say: 
“She’d be a fine secretary…of the interior in the McCain administration”130. 
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This is a very negative sentence about a vice presidential candidate because 
again it might influence the viewer to think that Palin is unqualified to become 
vice president. 
 The last object talked about is Palin and her personality. Carl Bernstein says 
that “she was so briefed, it was hard to watch sometimes”131, which means that 
Palin did not stand on her own feet but was more instructed to say certain things.  
In this clip there were not clear examples of priming or framing. Throughout the 
interview, Long’s questions tend to relate directly to what Bernstein had been 
saying. Furthermore, framing does not seem to be occurring as the interview is 
not conducted in a particularly sensationalist or informal way, but is a rather 
simple discussion. 
Nevertheless, it is important to point out the way in which Carl Bernstein 
attributes the object of Sarah Palin, implies that he how he wants the viewer to 
think of Palin is as someone who is not ready to become vice president. This can 
be considered a consequence of agenda-setting, as through his use of object and 
attributes he may influence the viewer’s opinion of Palin.  
 
6.1.3. "Debate Analysis" (see appendix 3) 
The following is an analysis of CNN’s coverage of the third presidential debate 
on the October 15th 2008. In the five minute clip entitled "Debate Analysis", 
CNN news anchor Melissa Long discusses the third and final debate between 
Barack Obama and John McCain with CNN contributors Carl Bernstein and 
Leslie Sanchez. Carl Bernstein is a political contributor and reporter for the 
Washington Post and Leslie Sanchez, also a political contributor, is a republican 
strategist. 
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Melissa Long begins the clip by introducing her guests, and stating that “this 
debate seemed to be the most entertaining of all”132, before giving the word to 
Carl Bernstein. Here, the host wants Bernstein’s opinion on how entertaining the 
debate was, rather than asking specific questions on the candidate’s performance 
or political positions. According to agenda setting theory, the order in which the 
objects are presented are of great importance, and the first object is considered 
the most important, or the ‘top story’. As this is the first object brought up by 
Long it suggests that she believes this to be of greater interest to the viewers. 
Bernstein’s response implies that he agrees with Long’s assessment of the 
debate, and attributes it in part to the debate moderator Bob Scheiffer; however, 
he quickly changes the focus by discussing the candidates’ performance. 
The second object in this clip is the discussion on the candidate’s performance 
in the debate. The descriptive factors, or attributes, given to this object by the 
guests are as follows: Bernstein begins by criticizing McCain’s performance, 
saying that he “ran into trouble”133 by bringing up Joe the Plumber134, 
because Obama was able to take the facts that McCain presented on Joe the 
Plumber and “turn them around effectively”135. This suggests that how Bernstein 
wants the viewer to think about this object is to think that McCain had 
trouble, and Obama did well.  
 Leslie Sanchez, on the object of performance, gives both candidates a “B in 
terms of their performance”136, and states that McCain showed “more 
energy”137. She goes on to say that she thought Obama’s performance was 
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consistent throughout all the debates, whereas McCain went from “bad...to 
pretty good...”138. Furthermore, she did not think that McCain showed the same 
“distain he has shown in the past [debates]” and was much more “respectful to 
Senator Obama”139. This implies that Sanchez thinks that both candidates did 
well, but that how she wants the viewer to think about the object is that McCain 
showed improvement from the previous debates by being more respectful to 
Obama and showing more energy. Bernstein disagreed, saying that he felt there 
was a “nastiness to his [McCain's] body language”140, which clearly indicates 
how he wants the viewer to think about McCain's performance.  
 The third object in this clip is the conduct of the campaign. Melissa Long 
begins by asking whether or not the expectation was that McCain “had to go on 
the attack”141, implying that McCain was expected to ‘attack’ Obama during the 
debate. This steers the discussion to the topic of negative campaigning. Sanchez 
says that she thought McCain did a good job of “refuting and retorting a lot of 
those attacks that were directly against him”142 implying that she thinks, and 
wants the viewers to think, that McCain has been under attack and that he did a 
good job of defending himself against those attacks during the debate.  
Bernstein, however, broadens the discussion by changing the topic of the 
conduct of the entire campaign. He seems to refer to the attacks made on 
Obama by the McCain campaign, saying that he thought it was “not working at 
all for McCain except with people predisposed to him already”143. By opening 
up the discussion to include attacks made during the campaign, rather than ones 
made during the actual debate, it gives Bernstein more to criticize McCain with. 
Again, the attributes given to this object clearly suggests how Bernstein wants 
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the viewer to think; that Obama is the one being attacked, whereas Sanchez 
seems to want people to think about attacks made on McCain during the debate. 
At this point in the clip, Melissa Long, interrupts Leslie Sanchez, and changes 
the object to Joe the Plumber. This is a clear example of priming, as the guests 
were still discussing the negative campaigning, however, the host stopped the 
discussion to instead ask “(...) this Joe, this general man in Ohio, the plumber 
(...) the name just was coming over and over again. Is that too much?”144 This 
shows how the host decided to focus on one object at the expense of another.  
 Bernstein attributed the object of Joe the Plumber as being “very awkward”145 
and “too premeditated”146. Sanchez agrees that it was contrived going on to say 
that it was “too simplistic”147. She also criticizes Obama for “jumping on that 
band wagon”148 and taking up the topic himself, saying it was “ridiculous”149. 
These attributes clearly show how Sanchez wants the viewer to think about the 
object; that it was a mistake for both candidates to be discussing Joe the 
Plumber. However, Bernstein has a different take on things, and after criticizing 
McCain, says that he felt that Obama “handled it great”150. These attributes 
show that Bernstein wants the viewer to think that McCain did a bad job 
bringing up Joe the Plumber but that Obama handled it well and turned it to his 
advantage.  
 The next object is regarding McCain “falling into the weed's by taking the bait 
and talking about the campaign add squabbling”151 and Long asks the guests 
whether they agree with this. This question appears to be a way for Long to ask 
if McCain had any blunders and brings the discussion back to negative 
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campaigning. The way the question is phrased is very telling, as it seems critical 
of McCain discussing the negative conduct of the campaign during the debates 
but does not mention Obama, who also was part of the discussion.  
 Bernstein takes it a step further saying that he did not think McCain fell into the 
weeds, but that he “went under the water”152. Furthermore, he says he thought 
there was an “element of self pity” that really “worked against McCain”153 while 
discussing the negative campaigning during the debate. Sanchez disagrees with 
him, but Bernstein continues to criticize McCain, this time for not having an 
answer to why Sarah Palin did not remove a supporter at a McCain rally who 
yelled “kill him”154 when Obama’s name was mentioned. These attributes are a 
strong indicator of how Bernstein wants the viewer to think about McCain’s 
conduct during the campaign. 
There seems to be no evidence of framing in this clip, as the interview does not 
become dramatic and it is not very sensationalist. There are a few instances of 
jokes and laughs made by the guests, but nothing that caused tone of the 
interview to become overly informal. Furthermore, there is little priming in the 
clip by Long herself, other than when she changes the subject to Joe the 
Plumber. Still, it is important to point out that there are certain times throughout 
the clip where the guests change from one object to another. However, this does 
not happen at the direct expense of another object, and we felt that priming 
coming from the host was of greater importance as she is representing CNN.  
 
Evidence of consequences of agenda setting can be seen in this clip, as McCain 
is portrayed as not having done as well as Obama, not only by Bernstein, but 
also in the way in which the questions were phrased. This is especially evident 
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in Melissa Long’s question regarding McCain falling under the weeds, which is 
a critical question meant to elicit a response on McCain without mention of 
Obama. This could possibly influence the viewers’ opinion of McCain. 
  
In conclusion, we can draw parallels between the three clips. Those are the way 
in which the objects throughout our analyses are mainly McCain and Palin’s 
faults. Moreover, the attributes have the same negative tone within the clips, 
whereas little focus is placed on Obama and Biden. However, when they are 
mentioned it is generally in a positive tone. Thus, it seems clear that they favor 
Obama and Biden`s debate performances and according to agenda-setting theory 
this may influence the viewer´s opinion of the candidates. 
 
6.2. Fox News Channel’s Coverage of the Debates 
 
6.2.1. “Expectations Met?” (See appendix 4) 
This clip is taken from a broadcast on Fox News Channel on the evening of the 
26th of September 2008, the same day as the first presidential debate between the 
presidential candidates Barack Obama and John McCain. In the clip from the 
show ‘Hannity and Colmes’, hosts Alan Colmes and Sean Hannity interview 
Senator Obama’s communications writer and senior spokesman Robert Gibbs.  
 
The clip starts off by showing two different segments of the actual debate, when 
the topic of foreign policy is discussed. Colmes then introduces the first object 
by posing the question of who won and at the same time encouraging the 
viewers to text in their votes for which candidate they thought won the debate. 
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He then goes on to say that 82 per cent of Fox News Channel viewers had voted 
for McCain as the winner of the debate, whereas only 16 per cent had voted for 
Obama. Gibbs reacted to these statistics and moved on to the next object which 
is his claim that Obama was stronger compared to McCain. He continued saying 
that he “was supposed to blow Barack Obama away on the issues that he spent 
nearly 3 decades on.”155. The third object is focused on the Iraq war, brought up 
by Colmes. Next object is Obama’s political experience, introduced by Sean 
Hannity who emphasizes the fact that Obama was not in the senate when 
decisions were made about the Iraq war. The fourth object in the clip is the 
surge, which once again refers to the Iraq war and Hannity discusses Obama’s 
experience. Hannity and Gibbs then go on to discuss Obama’s foreign policy, 
which is the final object in the clip. 
In the beginning of the clip, Fox News Channel’s statistics showed that 82 per 
cent of the viewers voted McCain as the winner and throughout the interview 
the hosts emphasize the negative attributes towards Obama, this gives an 
indirect suggestion as to how the viewers should think about the presidential 
candidates. A prominent attribute placed on Obama by Hannity is Obama’s 
willingness to cooperate with dictators from other countries. When discussing 
this, he raises his voice and interrupts Gibbs, emphasizing that it is irresponsible 
and dangerous for the country to cooperate with people like that without 
conditions: “he said compared to the Soviet Union, Iran, Cuba, and Venezuela 
are tiny countries they are not a serious threat”156. 
Throughout the clip the interview is mainly divided into two parts, first part 
consists of Colmes interviewing Gibbs about Obama and his popularity and 
politics. The second part is where Sean Hannity takes over and in a more 
aggressive tone argues these points with Gibbs. The main focus in the interview 
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is the democratic candidate, Obama, and McCain is only mentioned a few times. 
Hannity attributes a very negative tone towards Obama:  
 
“Where's his experience, this is what I felt about Senator Obama tonight you 
know what you guys prepped him, you gave him some nice lines occasionally. 
But I said. He's done nothing, I see no accomplishments on foreign policy and 
his experience.”157 
 
This clip is a good example of priming, because the hosts of Fox News Channel 
only discuss Obama and not McCain, which then gives them room to emphasize 
on the attributes of Obama at the expense of McCain.  
The entire interview is very informal and is therefore entertaining for the 
viewers and they themselves are drawn into the show through the text voting. 
The interview is held at Mississippi University, right outside of where the actual 
debate was held, with the audience in the background. All of this gives the 
television viewers a chance to identify and relate to the people on the show 
because they have set up a socially constructed frame. When considering the 
aspect of framing it is interesting to note the way in which the hosts build up this 
socially constructed frame. It is not only the location; a place where you yourself 
could be standing, but also the content of the clip, which builds up certain 
expectations and one could claim that this clip lives up them. 
 
 
6.2.2. “Palin’s Night?” (See appendix 5) 
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The vice presidential debate covered by Fox News Channel, was discussed and 
debated by Ann Coulter, political commentator and author of the book “If 
Democrats had any Brains They Would be Republicans”, and Pat Cadell, former 
democratic strategist, pollster and political film consulter. The hosts Alan 
Colmes and Sean Hannity function as moderators. 
 
The first object is presented by Coulter, which is a comparison of Palin and 
Biden. Colmes then moves on to the next object, asking Cadell about the 
different polls. This object leads to further debating on how both Palin and 
Biden handled the debate. The third object is presented by Coulter, where she 
emphasizes how Obama has changed the frame of the Democratic Party. She, 
however, quickly moves on to talking about taxes, which is the fourth object. 
The show rounds off with the final object, namely the “lies” of Joe Biden158.  
The objects are brought up at random and the only directly leading question 
throughout the show is posed by Colmes: “…Ann Coulter – so, tell me how 
great she did, in your view.”159. However, both of the hosts actively participate 
in the discussion and voice their opinions, so one could see this as a 
conversation rather than an interview.  
Throughout the show, there is a consistent emphasis on how Joe Biden did badly 
in the debate and how Palin did well. An example of this is when the issue of 
polls is brought up. This is only shortly discussed, and the debate is then steered 
in another direction, concerning how Palin highlighted McCain in a good way 
and Biden did not do the same for Obama in the debate; “…very rarely did you 
hear the argument Obama’s gonna be a great president…”160. 
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The attributes are significant in this show as the objects are mainly being 
marked by a negative tone. Only a few times, during the show, was Biden given 
credit, mainly by Cadell who at one point stated that Biden did his best ever in 
the Vice Presidential Debate161. Cadell, furthermore, is the only one giving an 
actual negative critique on Palin; “As for her – I don’t understand what the 
McCain campaign is doing. Just pulling out a mission stupid. I thought they 
missed their chance on a number of points.”162. 
A good example of how an object is attributed is when Coulter gives her 
personal opinion on how Obama has influenced the Democratic Party; “Right 
now I think Obama has redefined the Democratic party, it used to be the party of 
acid, amnesty and abortion. And now it is the party of surrender, socialism and 
subprime mortgages. Good work Obama!”163. This statement is an example of 
how she wants the viewers to think of Obama as having changed the foundations 
of the Democratic Party into something new that in her opinion is equally 
negative. 
Another noteworthy attribute is how a clip of some of the things Biden said in 
the debate is described by Hannity;  
“These are now the McCain campaign immediately right after the debate. They 
come out with specificity. All of what they’re calling and I agree with the base of 
their interpretation, the lies Joe Biden told on last night’s debate. And let’s roll 
the tape.”164. 
Here Hannity is pointing out that Biden lied several times during the debate, and 
this is how they want the viewers to remember Biden´s debate performance. 
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This is further underlined by them discussing this object and giving different 
examples.  
“Palin’s Night” can be seen within the frame of entertaining media, as they are 
discussing the debate in a very informal manner, where they are saying their 
opinions, even though some of the opinions may seem a bit judgmental of 
Biden. However, this might be due to the fact that “Hannity and Colmes” is a 
talk show, and people have certain expectations for a talk show, as for example 
the informal tone in the show. This may seem appealing to many people, as they 
can follow the show without further concentration, and it is presented in casual 
language most people can follow. This is an example of framing as “Hannity 
and Colmes” is living up to certain expectations, namely that the talk show will 
be informal and sensationalist. 
As McCombs points out the consequences may form an opinion among the 
viewers, which can also be seen as a consequence of “Palin’s Night”. Most of 
the issues in the show is concerning Biden’s performance in the debate as being 
unsuccessful, followed up by using negative words and leading phrases, such as; 
“… delusional nutcase Joe Biden…”165 and when they are talking about the polls 
Colmes says; “…I hear conservative pundits say otherwise perhaps because they 
wanted to win…”166. So, one might claim that they are trying to say that Biden 
would perform as a less appropriate and dedicated vice president than Palin 
would.  
 
 
6.2.3. “Who Won?” (See appendix 3)  
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On October 16th 2008, the clip “Who Won?” was added to Fox News Channel’s 
website. It contains a debate between Brent Bozell, Media Research Center, 
MRC.ORG and Jane Hall, a Fox News Channel News contributor and media 
analyst from American University, about the third presidential debate. It is 
hosted by Gretchen Carlson, Steve Doocy and Brian Kilmeade, all “Fox News 
Channel and Friends” anchors.  
 
The order in which the objects are presented are as follows; Carlson firstly talks 
about McCain on the “attack”167, after that the object is abortion and the final 
object is taxes. The first mentioned object is given the most attention within this 
clip. This conforms to Kinder and Iyangar’s utterances of how what is said in 
the beginning, is paid more attention to, and it can be interpreted as if this is 
what the hosts want the viewers to think more about.  
In addition to the latter it is relevant to look at the attributes. Concerning 
McCain on the attack, Hall states; “I think he is, frankly, you know a better man 
than he is being given credit for”168 and Carlson opens the debate by saying “(...) 
wanted him to go more to the attack last night, I felt Schieffer opened the door, 
but it is not within senator McCain’s nature- is it, to really do that?”169. These 
two statements show how the interviewer wants the audience to think about 
McCain on the attack, namely that McCain is a nicer man that what he is given 
credit for.  
 
Examples of priming also become evident within this clip. This is to be seen 
when Bozell points out abortion and how this finally is given attention, however, 
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Carlson does not comment on this but turns the focus of the object and says; 
“And Jane, he never talked about taxes either- excuse me Brian- he did not seal 
the deal on this 95 per cent tax cut situation”170. 
As mentioned people expect entertainment, this is seen as the main focus of the 
clip is on McCain and how he is a better man than people give him credit for, 
thus politics is downplayed, as the focus is placed on appearance. An example of 
this is when Doocy says: “the fighter pilot really did show up, and he did gnaw 
on Obama a bit.”171. 
When considering consequences, one can argue that Bozell are trying to form 
the opinion that Obama is for every kind of abortion as he states; “He is in 
favour of every form of abortion imaginable”172. 
 
To summarize, it seems that Fox News Channel has a sensationalist way of 
analyzing the debate. There is an ongoing focus on Obama and Biden that has a 
particularly negative tone. The objects emphasize drama and entertainment, and 
the attributes given to them tend to have a negative perspective. Hence, we can 
conclude that this may influence the viewer’s opinion on the candidates. 
 
6.3. Conclusion 
Throughout this analysis we have used elements from agenda-setting theory; 
order, object, attribute, priming, and framing. Furthermore, we also looked at 
the possible consequences that the use of these elements might have. When 
analysing CNN and Fox News Channel we found that they were similar in that 
throughout all of the clips there was generally a focus on topics that put a 
                                                          
170 Appendix 6: 2 
171 Appendix 6: 2 
172 Appendix 6: 2 
 80
negative emphasis on the candidates. However, the clips we analysed from Fox 
News Channel mainly focused on the negative aspects of Obama and Biden, 
whereas CNN’s focus was often on the negative aspects of McCain and Palin. 
For instance, there were various examples of priming in which the host or a 
guest would continually focus on negative objects.  
 
The order of which the hosts of both channels bring up the different objects is 
also an interesting aspect of our analysis. It is prominent through all six clips 
that the hosts focus more on the actions and performances of the candidates, 
rather than actually conducting political analyses. This is also shown through the 
element of framing, where the socially constructed frames of the different shows 
are generally entertaining and sensationalist containing humour and “bashing”, 
instead of seriousness and the use of academic political discourse. 
 
6.4. Argumentation Theory Analysis 
When applying argumentation theory, in order to examine the way the political 
experts argue, we found it to be difficult because of the nature of the dialogs 
within the video clips. We have provided a definition of an argument173, in order 
for us to identify valid arguments presented by the participants in the clips. 
Additionally, we have presented Toulmin’s model which contains a number of 
components which illustrate what an argument includes.  
Throughout the analyses of the video clips there are several claims, for instance 
when Paul Begala states the following:  
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“I mean there is a crisis on and neither of them is able to deal with it in the 
debate, because they don`t know what they are going to do about it”174 
Begala claims that neither of the two candidates are able to deal with the crisis. 
His evidence for this claim is that the candidates do not know what to do about 
the crisis.  
Another example of a claim is when Carl Bernstein states: 
“… she was stuffed full of information, and briefed and also I think 
unfortunately for her, I’ve heard Joe Biden at his worst, tonight he was the best 
I’ve ever heard him.”175 
Bernstein’s evidence for this claim is the following: 
“Well, he commands, his facts, he knew John McCain’s record better than 
Sarah Palin knew John McCain’s record.”176 
In the third clip Leslie Sanchez states: 
“But John McCain went from bad or little better to pretty good tonight. He 
connected, he answered more directly and I thought he didn’t show the 
same distain that he has shown in the past. He was much more respectful to 
Senator Obama.”177 
Furthermore, in the fourth clip Robert Gibbs states: 
“- but I'll tell you what I thought that Barack Obama laid out a forceful case for 
change tonight changing our economic problems and putting people back to 
work, and look, this was a home court debate for John McCain. He was 
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supposed to blow Barack Obama away on the issues that he spent nearly three 
decades on in foreign policy.”178 
In the fifth clip Ann Coulter says: 
“And by the way, Biden is so out of his mind. He is Lyndon La Rouche with hair 
plugs at this point I mean he got. I assume you've been going over those on your 
radio show not only the fourteen delusional lies that are all over the Internet. 
Claiming that we push Hezbollah out of Lebanon – he doesn’t understand what 
article one is and he's being arrogant about it, that isn’t getting a word on like 
Bosniac.”179 
Finally in the last clip Steve Doocy states: 
“Hey Brent, what about the fact that last night, for the first time, the fighter pilot 
really did show up, and he did gnaw on Obama a bit, and so he is obviously 
appealing not to the… his core conservative audience, cause he has already got 
them, but it is the people in the middle.”180  
Throughout these different clips there are various statements and claims. When 
taking Toulmin into account, however, the evidences for these claims are not 
justified by factual information but are based on personal opinions. Therefore, 
the claims in the video clips do not qualify as valid arguments. However, one 
should consider the nature of the programs. Three of the clips were excerpts 
from talk shows where it is expected that the interviewees voice their opinions. 
Nevertheless, this is also the case for the excerpts from the other post-debate 
shows.  
                                                          
178 Appendix 4: 2 
179 Appendix 5: 1-2 
180 Appendix 6: 2 
 83
Hence it has come to our attention that argumentation theory is not adequate for 
our analyses since the claims and statements presented do not contain the 
necessary components in Toulmin’s model. The evidence, according to 
Toulmin, is information and data; however, the guests are backing their claims 
up with opinions. We chose this model so that we would have a variety of tools 
with which to analyse our case study and thereby present arguments, based on 
academically valid theories, in our discussion. However, when applying the 
theory to our case studies we found that the arguments made in the clips did not 
follow Toulmin’s model. Therefore, we will draw on the theory as a means for 
us to discuss why they do not have any valid arguments.  
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7. Discussion 
Throughout this project we have investigated whether or not there is a political 
bias in the media. Taking a point of departure in the 2008 U.S. presidential 
election between Barack Obama and John McCain, we chose to examine two 
major American news networks; Fox News Channel and CNN. An analysis of 
each network’s coverage of the 2008 presidential and vice presidential debates 
was conducted in order to determine whether or not the networks displayed any 
noticeable bias. In doing so, we attempt to answer our research question: 
CNN and Fox News Channel both have slogans advertising their objectivity, 
“No bias, no bull” and “We report, you decide”/”Fair and balanced” 
respectively – to what extent do they live up to these claims during the 2008 
presidential election?  
 
7.1 . CNN 
In our analyses we have found that a liberal focus can be seen in the clips from 
CNN. An example of this liberal focus can be seen in “Analyzing the Debate” in 
which the panel of guests is meant to represent both conservative and liberal 
analysts and experts. However, in the clip chosen by CNN to be on their 
website, only the liberal analyst’s comments can be seen. The titles of the clips, 
such as “Analyzing the Debate” and “Debate Analysis”, suggest that the 
coverage will take a more serious approach than it actually does. Also, examples 
of guests being led away from getting too serious and specific about the political 
issues can be seen. For instance in the clip “Analyzing the Debate” host Wolf 
Blitzer actually changes the subject from a discussion on the economic policies 
of the candidates to talk about McCain’s blunders.  
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Over the course of the three debates, Obama had begun to gain popularity in the 
public and was ahead in the polls. This rise in Obama’s status is reflected in the 
way, in which the coverage of the debates changed from the first to the last. In 
the first debate coverage Obama is regarded as being behind in the race, but 
having held his own on stage with the experienced republican candidate. 
However, in the third debate coverage, Obama is in the lead and McCain is now 
portrayed as the one who needs to live up to certain standards. Now, there is an 
increase in the negative criticism of McCain as CNN does not believe McCain 
met these standards.  
Although CNN has slogans indicating their objectivity, we can conclude, based 
on our research, that they do not live up to these claims. 
 
7.2. Fox News Channel 
By analyzing the clips from Fox News Channel, we have found several 
examples of partisanship. This is evident in the clip “Palin’s Night?” in which 
Biden is accused of lying, and guest Ann Coulter frequently uses informal and 
hyperbolic terms, and goes as far as calling him a “delusional nutcase”181. On 
the other hand, Palin is praised as having given a great debate performance, 
despite the polls saying otherwise. This clip is from the talk show ‘Hannity & 
Colmes’, in which host Hannity represents the conservative side and Colmes 
represents the liberal side. As this is a talk show, rather than a news report, it can 
be argued that they are not expected to be objective. Nonetheless, it is a talk 
show on a news network that claims to have objective reporting; one might then 
expect that they would display less evidence of bias. Even so, it could be argued 
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that by having both a liberal and a conservative host they do in fact attempt to 
give each side a fair chance. However, when Colmes tries to correct Ann 
Coulter on her criticism of Biden, he is not very effective in making his point. 
This is in large part due to the fact that Hannity, who has a much more 
aggressive style, takes control of the guest interviews. It is noteworthy that in 
both “Palin’s night?” and “expectations met?” liberal host Colmes begins the 
segment, however, is quickly interrupted by Hannity who, unlike Colmes, is 
very forceful in his reporting style. In this same clip, Colmes refers to a text 
message vote, where viewers were able to text who they thought won the debate 
to Fox News Channel. However, it is important to keep in mind that the people 
sending in these messages are Fox News Channel viewers, and therefore the 
overwhelming 82 percent that voted McCain as the winner, suggests that the 
people who watch Fox News Channel tend to be conservative, and not 
necessarily that McCain was the winner. 
Fox News Channel’s entertaining style can clearly be seen in the titles of the 
clips, especially when compared to CNN’s clip titles. Titles like “Palin’s 
Night?” and “Who Won?” are attention grabbing and have a dramatic element. 
By posing questions, the titles become informal and therefore appeal to the 
general public, whereas CNN’s clips are given more formal titles. This informal 
style can be seen throughout all three Fox News Channel clips. Guests, as well 
as the hosts, often interrupt and shout at one another. This creates a dramatic 
effect which is undoubtedly entertaining to some viewers.   
From this, as well as our analysis, we can conclude that Fox News Channel does 
show a clear bias in their coverage of the 2008 presidential and vice presidential 
debates. 
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In all of the clips analysed, politics is downplayed in favour of discussing the 
candidate’s styles, performance and particularly their blunders and lies182. The 
way in which guests and hosts discuss these topics is generally informal and 
often reflects the individual’s personal opinion. This often adds an element of 
entertainment to the program, which arguably attracts viewers. 
 
7.3. Argumentation 
Taking the lack of valid arguments in the clips into consideration, it is important 
to discuss what the consequences of this may be. Does this reflect a lack of 
evidence to support their claims? Could this further support our findings, based 
on agenda-setting, that they are biased? We found, when attempting to apply 
Toulmin’s model that often their lack of valid arguments implied a subjective 
point of view. An example of this can be seen when in “Palin’s Night?” Coulter 
refers to Biden as a “Lyndon La Rouche with hair plugs”183, an obviously 
subjective view which she has no factual basis for. Moreover, this example 
underscores the sensationalist and opinion driven style that Fox News Channel 
and, to a lesser extent, CNN make use of. 
 
7.4. Who Sets the Agenda? 
The title of this project, poses the question ‘politics and media - who sets the 
agenda?’ Throughout the project we have focused on how the media portrays 
political issues and candidates, and therefore can discuss in what way they are 
portrayed in the mainstream media. However, little focus has been placed on 
how politicians use the media, other than an overview of how media outlets have 
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been a way for politicians to communicate with voters, as well as for negative 
campaigning.  
Politics and media are interconnected. However, one can argue that the media 
plays a dominant role in this relationship, as the politicians are dependent on the 
media as an outlet for connecting with the public. This is evident because, as we 
saw when looking at the history of mass media184, the role of media is growing 
and its impact on politics is expanding as the media can reach more and more 
people in an immediate and direct way. Due to this development, the media is 
the main resource politicians have for reaching a large audience. On the other 
hand, when Murdoch founded Fox News Channel, his motivation was to create a 
network that could counter what he believed was a liberally dominated media. 
Taking this into consideration, it can be argued that his media is founded on 
political ideologies. From this point of view, politics may actually play a bigger 
role in setting the agenda. Whether or not it is politics or media that sets the 
agenda the consequence, according to McCombs, may be an impact on the 
viewers’ opinion.    
 
7.5. Broader Perspective 
Why does political bias in the media have such a negative connotation? One can 
speculate that reporters are expected to be unbiased and report the truth to the 
best of their knowledge. In that sense, a biased media which claims objectivity is 
misleading their viewers. However, is there such a thing as objective reporting? 
This we cannot conclude for certain, but based on our findings throughout the 
project we can argue that objective reporting cannot be found in the news media. 
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News networks, like Fox News Channel and CNN, are essentially businesses 
whose priority is to have high ratings, meaning the content of their programs has 
to attract large audiences. For example, if CNN can see their ratings increase 
after an interview with Obama, then they will most likely continue to give 
Obama coverage. However, if there is such a thing as objective reporting, do 
people expect this? Do they prefer this? As seen throughout history, the nature 
of reporting has, ever since the Penny Press and the concept of Yellow 
Journalism, been popular when communicating news to the public. In the end, 
does this suggest that the agenda of the news channels is in fact determined by 
what the viewers want to see?  
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8. Conclusion 
In order to answer our research question, we made use of various methods and 
theories. 
Firstly, we described the history of mass media in order to gain a fuller 
understanding not only of its development over time, but also the influence these 
developments have had in shaping modern mass media like CNN and Fox News 
Channel. Furthermore, we examined the relationship between the media and 
audiences, and the way in which the two have changed and influenced each 
other over time. Placing an emphasis on politics, we gained an overview of the 
way in which politics have been portrayed in the media, and how politicians 
have used the media. Finally, we gave an account of the history of Fox News 
Channel and CNN which has given us a perspective on the reporting and 
programming styles of the two networks.  
For the purpose of our analysis we employed the two theories; argumentation 
and agenda-setting. These theories were used as tools with which to investigate 
whether there was any evidence of bias in the two networks.  
Having analysed CNN’s coverage of the 2008 debates, we can conclude that 
CNN, based on the tools used in our analysis, does display bias in their 
programming. In all three clips there was a tendency for the host to ask 
questions aimed at receiving a negative response on McCain and Palin. 
Furthermore, guests tended to have positive feedback on Obama and Biden’s 
debate performances, many praising them at the expense of the republican 
candidates who were generally criticized throughout the clips. Still, it can be 
argued that by having both republican and democratic guests in their 
programming, CNN is attempting to cover both sides of the debate. 
Nevertheless, these guests are rarely as outspoken as their liberal counterparts 
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and they generally take a neutral position rather than arguing for or against any 
candidate. According to our analysis, we can conclude that Fox News Channel 
also exposes a bias in their coverage of the presidential and vice presidential 
debates. In the three clips analysed, the tendency is to be very critical of Obama 
and Biden. The criticism has a very negative tone. 
 
8.1. Research Question 
CNN and Fox News Channel both have slogans advertising their objectivity, 
“No bias, no bull” and “We report, you decide”/”Fair and balanced” 
respectively – to what extent do they live up to these claims during the 2008 
presidential election? 
 
Examining these slogans, both networks claim objectivity. We found that neither 
CNN nor Fox News Channel lived up to these claims. Based on the research 
conducted throughout the project, we can thus conclude, that Fox News Channel 
and CNN displayed political bias in their coverage of the 2008 presidential and 
vice presidential debates.  
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9. Formalities 
9.1. Group Process 
This is our third semester project. The difference of this semester from the 
previous two is that we have now started our special courses and took another 
important step towards the different academic directions we each would like to 
take. Therefore, in this semester we have all had to keep our special courses in 
mind when choosing a project. Nonetheless, this semester’s group formation 
process had the same procedures as last year and after three days of project 
presentations, shopping and dialogues, the eight of us ended up in a group 
together. We were not total strangers to each other, as several group members 
had been in groups together before. Our basic starting point was Peer Henrik 
Hansen’s project proposal entitled ‘Political Messages and their Consequences’.  
 
In the beginning we discussed how politicians communicate their messages 
through the media and the relationship between media and politics. Everyone 
found it interesting to write a project that investigates; who sets the agenda, the 
politicians or the media? We were aware that we would have to find a case 
study, but had difficulties in doing so, as we did not have that much knowledge 
about the relationship between media and politics. Instead, with 
recommendations from Hansen, we started reading some literature about the 
development of mass communication, to get a general overview of the basis for 
our project. Furthermore, we now chose to use the two network channels CNN 
and Fox News Channel as our case study and to investigate if these channels had 
any political bias. At first we wanted to use the 2000 American presidential 
election between George Bush and Al Gore as our case study and investigate 
how the two news channels had covered this election. That proved to be a 
difficult task, as there was no information on Fox News Channel’s webpage 
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before 2005. Instead we decided to focus on the then ongoing 2008 American 
presidential election between Obama and McCain. When we reached the 
problem definition seminar in mid September we had started the writing process, 
and had an overview of the history of mass media and also a better view of the 
kind of case study we would like to work with. However, it was not until later in 
the project process, that we decided how and what we wanted to analyze and 
discuss within CNN and Fox News Channel.  Because this semester is so short, 
our project work had to be very planned and it was important for us to meet all 
the deadlines. Nonetheless, we have all participated fairly in the production of 
the project and all worked hard to examine if the two news channels have a 
political bias or not.  
 
9.2. Danish Summary 
I vores projekt, Media and Politics – Who sets the Agenda?, har vi valgt at 
fokusere på hvorvidt CNN og Fox News Channel lever op til deres slogans, som 
understreger objektivitet og balance.  
Vi har valgt at undersøge dette i forbindelse med det amerikanske præsidentvalg 
2008. Her kigger vi på hvordan de to medier portrætterer de amerikanske 
præsidentkandidater, Barack Obama og John McCain, og vice 
præsidentkandidaterne Joe Biden og Sarah Palin. Vi har valgt at kigge specifikt 
på hvordan de diskuterer og debatterer den første og den tredje præsident debat, 
samt vice præsident debatten. 
For at kunne undersøge hvorvidt de lever op til deres påstand om at være 
objektive har vi valgt at analysere og diskutere tre klip fra Fox News Channel og 
tre klip fra CNN, således at vi både ser på hvordan Fox News Channel og CNN 
diskuterer alle tre debatter. 
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Vi har brugt to teorier til at analysere og diskutere vores problemformulering, 
nemlig ’agenda-setting theory’ og ’argumentation theory’. Den førstnævnte teori 
er vores primære teori, da den i høj grad giver en forståelse af hvordan medier 
søger at påvirke deres seere i en bestemt retning, og ikke kun hvilke faktorer 
seerne skal tænke på, men hvordan de skal tænke på dem. Med ’argumentation 
theory’ har vi undersøgt om deltagerne i de seks klip, kan argumenterer for deres 
påstande. Vores mål med dette er at undersøge hvorvidt deltagerne er præget af 
deres egen subjektive mening om kandidaterne eller om de rent faktisk kan give 
bevis for deres påstande. 
Med vores analyse og diskussion er vi kommet frem til den konklusion, at både 
CNN og Fox News Channel udøver politisk partiskhed. CNN udøver dette til 
fordel for det demokratiske parti og Barack Obama, hvor Fox News Channel 
læner sig klart mere til den republikanske side og John McCain. Dermed kan det 
konkluderes at hverken CNN eller Fox News Channel lever op til deres slogans. 
 
9.3. Lithuanian Summary 
Šiame projekte, Media and Politics – Who sets the Agenda? mes nutarėme 
sutelkti dėmesį ties klausimu: kiek CNN ir Fox News Channel šūkiai, kurie 
akcentuoja objektyvumą ir balansą, atitinka tikrovę.  
Atlikti šią analizę mes buvome paskatinti 2008-ųjų metų Amerikos prezidento 
rinkimų. Mes tyrėme kaip šie du kanalai pateikia kandidatus Barack Obama ir 
John McCain; taip pat kandidatus į vice prezidentus Joe Biden ir Sarah Palin.  
Mes nusprendėme sutelkti dėmesį ties kandidatų diskusijomis ir debatais, 
pateiktais pirmo, trečio ir vice prezidento debatų metu. Norint išanalizuoti kiek 
šie kanalai atitinka savo tvirtinimus ir išlikti objektyviais, mes pasirinkome 
analizuoti tris videoklipus iš Fox News Channel  ir tris iš CNN. Tuo pačiu mes 
tyrėme kaip Fox News Channel ir CNN aptarė visus tris debatus. 
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Norint išnagrinėti ir aptarti mūsų pasirinktą problematiką, mes naudojome dvi 
teorijas – agenda-setting ir argumentation theory. Tai mūsų analizės pagrindas, 
nes jos puikiai atspindi kaip medijos paveikia žiūrovus tam tikra, pasirinkta ir 
nebūtinai teisinga, kryptimi. Argumentation teorija padėjo mums išnagrinėti ar 
dalyviai šešiuose video klipuose argumentuoja ir pateikia įrodymus savo 
tvirtinimuose.  Mūsų tikslas šia analize ištirti ar šou dalyviai pateikia savo 
asmeninę nuomonę, ar įrodymus apie kandidatus.  
Išvada, kurią mes priejome analizuodami ir diskutuodami, yra ta, kad CNN ir 
Fox News Channel praktikuoja politinį šališkumą. CNN palaiko demokratų 
partiją ir jos atstovą Barack Obama, kai tuo metu Fox News Channel 
akivaizdžiai palaiko republikonų pusę ir jų atstovą John McCain. Tuo būdu 
galima nuspręsti, kad nei CNN, nei Fox News Channel pateikti šūkiai neatitinka 
tikrovės.  
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9.5 Appendix 
 
9.5.1 Appendix 1 
Analyzing the debate (2:39) CNN. Added on September 26, 2008  
CNN on the 1st presidential debate, held September 26, 2008 
http://edition.cnn.com/video/#/video/politics/2008/09/26/sot.debate.analysts.reactio
n.cnn?iref=videosearch 
 
Transcript 
Paul Begala, CNN political contributor: 
“Neither of them seemed to act like there is an economic crisis on, I was 
astonished. It seemed like the economic debate was… it could have been frozen in 
time from 2 or 3 months ago, you know McCain yapping about earmarks and 
Obama yapping about his programs to cut taxes. I mean there is a crisis on and 
neither of them is able to deal with it in the debate, because they don`t know what 
they are going to do about it. I will say this; if you step back. McCain´s frame for 
the election is, I think; strength versus a risky choice and he closed on it, he closed 
strong on that. Obama´s frame is future versus the past, now, was there any 
moment where Obama looked risky to help McCain?- I didn´t think so. Where there 
moments where McCain looked like he was stuck in the past, yeah you know 
kinda. I thought there were a few times where he looked like he was yesterday´s 
man, so in that sense I think, if I were an Obama strategist I feel my frame came 
through a little more clearly than theirs. “ 
Wolf Blitzer, Moderator: 
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“No major blunders though, Do you think there was any major blunders Alex 
Castellanos?” 
Alex Castellanos, CNN political contributor: 
“ No, not at all and how lucky is John McCain, after the worst week in economics 
that republicans have ever had, to have a debate on foreign policy, you know 
someone is looking out for him, the old fighter pilot, I thought he hit the target, he 
demonstrated great commands, names, places- name dropping is not a bad thing in 
a foreign policy debate (laughs) like this, sometime, and he even got under Barack 
Obama´s skin, it was Mr. Cool, Barack Obama, who looked a little at times, you 
know a little petulant you know a little and John McCain was actually a little 
irritating him, so I thought on those points uh (short pause). John McCain could 
have lost this race tonight, the way this race has been going this past week, he 
could have, he could have got knocked out of this race easily with a bad debate 
tonight, and he didn´t, I'd say, it’s a tie, a tie is a good thing for a guy that was 
behind, and that was McCain” 
Wolf Blitzer: 
“ You talk about name dropping, John McCain was dropping some names, at one 
point he did stumble on the new president of Pakistan and I happen to have 
interviewed Asif Ali-Zardari earlier today here in new York, and John McCain, 
when he referred to the new president of Pakistan, he called him ‘Kadari’, I don´t 
even know where he got that name, so that was a stumble, it's a difficult name for 
Americans to remember and to pronounce, but you wouldn't think that John 
McCain necessarily would slip up on that.”  
Alex Castellanos: 
“He got most of the vowels and consonants right though and it can be a little 
complicated (background laughter), I deal with Castellanos, I know that's hard 
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(laughs), but Obama, I thought, did.. he helped himself as well tonight though, he 
not only put this into context of future versus the past, uh but he had to pass the 
comfort test, can you see this guy in the big chair as presidents of the united states 
and I think republicans are going to say no and democrats are going to say yes, but 
a lot of independents, I think, are going to look at that guy and say; you know what, 
he was- he had stature, he stood on the stage with John McCain and I think this 
race just got tougher to make a choice in not easier.” 
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9.5.2. Appendix 2 
The VP Debate Analysis (3:00) CNN. Added on October 2, 2008 
CNN on the vice presidential debate, held October 2, 3008 
http://edition.cnn.com/video/#/video/politics/2008/10/02/intv.bernstein.sanchez.deb
ate.analysis.cnn?iref=videosearch 
 
Transcript 
Melissa Long, news anchor for CNN:  
“To offer some perspective now CNN political analyzer -Carl Bernstein, nice to see 
you again.” 
Carl Bernstein, political contributor; reporter for Washington Post:  
“Good to be here.”  
Melissa Long:  
“We’ve spoken at great length during this long presidential campaign season. I am 
curious whether there were any moments that really stick out to you as you’re 
reflecting on the night?”  
Carl Bernstein:  
“No, I don’t think it was about moments, I think it was about an overall continuum 
and there is an underling question of the whole debate, and that is did Sarah Palin 
appear to be someone prepared to be the president of the United States- and I think 
that is the real question that people who haven’t made up their minds in this 
election are wrestling with and I think that the answer was apparently not.”  
Melissa Long:  
“Apparently not.” 
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Carl Bernstein:  
“That she is not ready to be president of the United States, and that speaks to John 
McCain’s judgment in picking her as a nominee, is she good for the republican 
base, did she do what she had to do to energize her own party tonight, yes, did she 
answer the deeper doubts about, about her expertise and preparedness, you know 
we’ve had …since Roosevelt died we’ve had three presidents that have come to 
office in mid-term, Truman, Lyndon Johnson, Gerald Ford, because presidents 
have died or resigned so in John McCain, John McCain is 72 year old, he’s had 
four melanomas, so this has to go into the equation… she was stuffed full of 
information, and briefed and also I think unfortunately for her, I’ve heard Joe 
Biden at his worst, tonight he was the best I’ve ever heard him.”  
Melissa Long:  
“Why do you say that he was at his best tonight?” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“Well, he commands, his facts, he knew John McCain’s record better than Sarah 
Palin knew John McCain’s record, we’ll have to wait and have the fact checkers go 
through both their claims, my guess is that his are gonna stand up a little better, I 
just saw one up where you’ve had up there, where she was a little off base in her 
facts, I think at the same time she was not quite as much Tina Fey as she had been 
in some of her other…” 
Melissa Long:  
“Do you think that is gonna haunt her, the SNL skit, the Saturday night live skits?”  
Carl Bernstein:  
“I think it’s a factor, I don’t think, it’s not about haunted, but I think look, 
she…she’d be a fine secretary…of the interior in the McCain administration..but 
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John McCain has been perceived in these last couple of weeks as erratic, and the 
question is, does the pick of Sarah Palin as his running mate add to that perception 
of acting erratically to win the presidency and I think the answer might be for a lot 
of people yes, at the same time she certainly has some winning aspects of her 
personally that came through.”  
Melissa Long:  
“Definitely the charm, yes.” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“And….ehm, but she was so briefed, it was hard to watch sometimes.”  
Melissa Long:  
“Carl Bernstein, our political analyzer, you are a busy man you have places to go, 
you are going on television so we’ll be watching you there as well. Thank you, 
Carl.”  
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9.5.3. Appendix 3 
Debate analysis (5:25) CNN. Added On October 15, 2008 
CNN on the 3rd presidential debate, held October 15, 2008 
http://edition.cnn.com/video/#/video/politics/2008/10/15/intv.bernstein.sanchez.deb
ate.cnn?iref=videosearch 
 
Transcript 
Melissa Long, news anchor for CNN:  
“…Our political team and Leslie Sanchez is joining me here along with Carl 
Bernstein. So nice to see you at the back half of the program as well. You know this 
debate seemed to be the most entertaining of all of them.” 
Carl Bernstein, political contributor; reporter for Washington Post:  
“I thought also the best moderated, I give the word to Schieffer. Honest. I thought 
that it was conducted in a way that we learned a little bit more about who these 
guys are and more important than some of their answers, I thought, were the way 
the whole thing proceeded. Particularly I thought that McCain ran into trouble 
with his Joe the plumber because unfortunately Obama was able to take the facts, 
as presented about Joe the plumber and turn them around very effectively, I 
thought. I don’t think any minds were really changed by this, do you?” 
Leslie Sanchez, political contributor; Republican strategist: 
“No. I think that’s the bigger point. I think you’re coming out of this with a wash 
overall. You know. I give both a B in terms of their performance. If you look at the 
fact this benefited McCain he showed more energy, but I think if you look at all 
three debates Barack Obama was pretty consistent. He did well through them all, 
more or less. But John McCain went from bad or little better to pretty good tonight. 
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He connected, he answered more directly and I thought he didn’t show the 
same distain that he has shown in the past. He was much more respectful to 
Senator Obama.” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“I disagree with you on that particular point…” 
Melissa Long:  
“And why is that?” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“I thought his handling of Bill Ayers stuff it’s clear and also I thought Obama’s 
answers were very effective back on that. I thought that there was a nastiness to his 
body language and his tone and his words. In that particular exchange I don’t think 
it’s resonated. My guess is – we’ll see some of these instant poll results later. My 
guess is – it’s gonna show it didn’t work.” 
Melissa Long:  
“The expectation though was he had to go on the attack tonight, right?” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“I thought though... I liked McCain’s closing statement. I thought it had a little bit 
of humility in it.”  
Leslie Sanchez:  
“I thought he showed humility I think he [McCain] started to break at the 
topic…talking about the character we went to this he had to talk about the 
character and his ability handling crisis better through judgment and leadership. 
Character: he started to show: “look I did this, I stood against the party this is 
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where I am, where were you? You took a pass on some of those things”. He had to 
point those out. That was a part of the vigor of his argument. I think he was very 
good in this case of refuting and retorting a lot of those attacks were directly 
against him. That was probably the balling back and forth was the best part when 
you’ve got to finally understand where they fall on those issues. I don’t give that to 
Obama in any sense. I think with respect to Bill Ayers and others he talked…” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“I mean the conduct of the campaign. I thought that was the key back. Is that 
what you mean?”  
Leslie Sanchez: 
“A little bit. I thought what’s interesting is...” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“I thought that was the key part in terms of not working at all for McCain except 
with people predisposed to him already, and I think independent people are gonna 
say you know: “what was that all about?”” 
Leslie Sanchez:  
“I…But…” 
Melissa Long:  
“I want to bring up something you mentioned earlier Carl. Did the concept of this 
Joe, this general man in Ohio, the plumber. I think that a lot of people at home 
saying: what is that all about?” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“He is Joe - six-pack’s cousin.” 
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Melissa Long:  
“The name just was just coming over and over again. Is that too much?” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“Well, it is very awkward, very very awkward. Too premeditated. Don’t you think 
Leslie?” 
Leslie Sanchez:  
“It was very contrived. It was too simplistic. Nobody knew what the heck they were 
talking about. You can have an example like that if everybody is in on the joke.”  
Carl Bernstein:  
“But Obama...” 
Leslie Sanchez:  
“But for Obama to jump on that band way. It was ridiculous.” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“I actually thought Obama handled it really, it was great, finesse. Well Joe.” 
Leslie Sanchez:  
“The first time, but the fifth time it’s not funny.” 
Melissa Long:  
“Well people wanna get some background. Go to political ticker on cnn.com to get 
more on this story of Joe. Go to cnn.com/ticker. While you’re there you can read 
some of the inside from our CNN contributors among one of the comments posted 
was from Bill Schneider who of course is reporting from the university. He said 
that McCain is falling into the weeds by taking the bait and talking about the 
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campaign ad squabbling. Do you get the sense as well that he went into the 
weeds?” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“I don’t think the worst is to go into the weeds. I think he went under water. Like 
the plumber except it's gonna be a long time before he comes up.” 
Leslie Sanchez:  
“No, I think it’s more a broader patch. You know. I’ll go with broader patch.” 
Carl Bernstein:  
“But no, I thought it was terribly weak and I also thought there was an element of 
self pity and the John Louis thing I thought really worked against McCain. He was 
wrong…” 
Leslie Sanchez:  
“I’m sorry, I didn’t think so.”  
Carl Bernstein:  
“He was angry at the wrong thing, because Obama said “Yes, John Louis shouldn’t 
have said that” but the thing was McCain did not have anything to say about why 
Sarah Palin didn’t say anything when somebody yelled out “kill him” and 
remember Obama came and said “look they are saying things like kill him” and 
McCain didn’t say you know we should have shouted: “get that person out of 
here”.”  
Leslie Sanchez:  
“But see McCain himself took the leadership of responding correctly to those types 
of attacks and statements…” 
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Carl Bernstein:  
“Yes, but she didn’t” 
Leslie Sanchez:  
“…understood but the context how you put it together was in association. I thought 
that was interesting about it. Talking about association with these individuals 
rather than getting into it.”  
 
 117
9.5.4. Appendix 4 
Expectations Met? (4:27) Fox News. Added on September 27, 2008  
Fox News on the 1st presidential debate, held September 26, 2008 
http://www.foxnews.com/video-
search/m/21028688/expectations_met.htm?q=first+showdown 
 
Transcript 
John McCain:  
"…Senator Obama twice said in debates that he would sit down with Ahmadinejad, 
Chavez and Raul Castro without precondition. Without precondition.”  
Barack Obama:  
“But I reserve. The right as president of the United States to meet with anybody at a 
time and place of my choosing. If I think it's gonna keep America safe.” 
Alan Colmes, Fox News host: 
“This is a more sights and sounds from tonight's presidential debate. Here at Old 
Miss-- so who do you think won the first presidential face off - according to our text 
voting with 58000 texts so far. 82% still 82%., who participated say McCain won 
16% of you say Obama is the winner. But 1% remain undecided. And there's still 
time to get your vote in -- so keep texting in -And joining us now for reaction is 
Senator Obama's communications writer and senior spokesman, Robert Gibbs. 
Robert Gibbs good to see you. What is your reaction when you see these kinds of 
polls results?”  
Robert Gibbs, political consultant:  
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“I don't think enough of our friends are texting (laughs). We've got a big email list 
we've got to get some texting over to Fox (background noise). All the people you 
text with the VP selection that’s what I figured out - but I'll tell you what I thought 
that Barack Obama laid out a forceful case for change tonight changing our 
economic problems and putting people back to work, and look, this was a home 
court debate for John McCain. He was supposed to blow Barack Obama away on 
the issues that he spent nearly three decades on in foreign policy. Barack Obama 
was in command in this debate on that foreign policy section and I think John 
McCain knew it –“ 
Alan Colmes:  
“A issue of judgments kept coming up but Barack Obama pointed out he had the 
judgment he was against the Iraq war – he had the judgment -he talked about the 
surge he didn’t say the surge didn’t work, he said it didn’t do what it was supposed 
to do- create political reconciliation. He was right about that and he’s been correct 
about a number of things – issue by issue, with the American people to go on the 
issue agree – with the democratic position.” 
Robert Gibbs:  
“Look I had the most forceful moment in this debate  uh Barack Obama turns to 
John McCain and says you were wrong that we be greeted as liberators, you were 
wrong that there weren’t gonna be a history of shia and sunni violence, you were 
wrong they were Weapons of Mass Destruction and he knew where they were. On 
decision after decision in Iraq, John McCain got it wrong – and Barack Obama got 
it right.” 
Sean Hannity, Fox News host:  
“Hey- Hey- You know one of the biggest problems – Barack Obama wasn't in the 
United States Senate at that time he didn't have to make a decision.” 
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Robert Gibbs:  
“But he did make a decision.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“He made a decision as an Illinois State senator one of the most liberal districts in 
the country.”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“Isn’t it amazing that a guy that hadn’t been in the senate for thirty years got it 
right.”  
Sean Hannity:  
“But it’s interesting on the surge he got it wrong and this is what he said I have a 
quote from Barack Obama about the surge. He actually said that I don't know a 
single expert who would agree that 30,000 additional troops will work. Now he's 
saying it worked beyond our wildest dreams so Senator Obama was wrong on the 
surge, wrong deadly wr-”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“Al has a good point what the surge was designed to do was to create a security 
environment that allow the Iraqis to make political reconciliation.”  
Sean Hannity:  
“And it’ happening.”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“Political Reconciliation it hasn’t happened.”  
Sean Hannity:  
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“It’s happening right now you gotta read the newspapers.”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“We’re making - we're spending 10 million dollars a month while they have an 80 
billion dollar surplus. We don’t even have an oil law in Iraq –we can’t even split up 
the oil revenue. We’re not making political reconciliation.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“If I look at all the comments at Barack Obama, for example he said he cut tens of 
billions dollars in defense spending. Cut investments and missile defense he said he 
meet dictators without conditions he's said Iran, Cuba, Venezuela are tiny 
countries that are not a serious threat.”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“He didn’t say that.”  
Sean Hannity:  
“Oh yes he did, he said compared to the Soviet Union Iran, Cuba, and Venezuela 
are tiny countries they are not a serious threat. That is a verbatim quote”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“That is not what he said.”  
Sean Hannity:  
“10000 dollars bet --10000 dollar bet.” 
Robert Gibbs:  
“I have to borrow some money from you, but I gotta tell you- he didn’t say that. He 
knows that those countries are very dangerous.”  
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Sean Hannity:  
“He said that they are not a serious threat.”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“That’s not true.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“That is true.” 
Robert Gibbs:  
“You know what we have not had? A serious foreign policy that deals with the fact 
that while we weren't looking North Korea quadrupled the number of nuclear 
weapons.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“Let me ask you this. Where's his experience, this is what I felt about Senator 
Obama tonight you know what you guys prepped him, you gave him some nice lines 
occasionally. But I said. He's done nothing, I see no accomplishments on foreign 
policy and his experience.”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“Really.”  
Sean Hannity:  
“Tell me what he's done on foreign policy specifically.”  
Robert Gibbs: 
“He got Iraq right.”  
Sean Hannity:  
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“He didn’t vote on Iraq – he didn’t’ vote! He was wrong on the surge.”  
Robert Gibbs:  
“Was he opposed to Iraq or was he for Iraq?” 
Sean Hannity:  
“You know he said he was, but he changes his mind so often, it’s hard to know.” 
Robert Gibbs:  
“You know where he was, because he made a decision on where he was gonna be.”  
Sean Hannity:  
“He keeps telling us.” 
Robert Gibbs:  
“I can only imagine.” 
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9.5.5. Appendix 5 
Palin’s night? (9:21) Fox News. Added on October 3, 2008 
Fox News on the vice presidential debate, held October 2, 2008 
http://www.foxnews.com/video-
search/m/21095323/palin_s_night.htm?q=palin%27s+night%3F 
 
Transcript 
Alan Colmes, Fox News host: 
“Welcome to Hannity and Colmes. We get right to our top story tonight. Last 
night's debate between governor Palin and Senator Biden nearly seventy million 
viewers the highest rated vice presidential debate in American history (laughs). 
That is funny. More than eleven million people watching it right here on the Fox 
News Channel making it the highest rated single broadcast in this network's 
history. We'll hear from governor Palin and her only interview since the debate it's 
a Fox News Channel exclusive and that's coming up a bit later in the show. Joining 
us first former democratic pollster Pat Caddell and author of if Democrats had any 
brains they'd be republicans, Ann Coulter – so, tell me how great she did, in your 
view.” 
Ann Coulter, political commentator:  
“It was unbelievable. No, it was and you could tell by watching uhm, how happy 
conservatives were right after the debate versus how glum they were on MSNBC 
we're they were calling it a tie that tells you everything you need to know, when 
their not lying… And by the way, Biden is so out of his mind. He is Lyndon 
LaRouche with hair plugs at this point I mean he got. I assume you've been going 
over this on your radio show not only the fourteen delusional lies that are all over 
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the Internet. Claiming that we pushed Hezbollah out of Lebanon – Oh my God he 
doesn’t understand what article one is and he's being arrogant about it, that isn’t 
getting a word wrong like Bosniac.”  
Alan Colmes:  
“When Sarah Palin says we can expand the powers of the vice presidency. We can 
do other things. I can list a whole lot of things that she said that were wrong as 
well.” 
Ann Coulter:  
“Let’s compare those two. Let’s take that one. What they both said about the role of 
the vice president what she said is absolutely right exactly what the vice president 
does is not defined by the constitution- unlike what delusional nut case Joe Biden 
said, hang on, which was to say that there are no vice presidential duties in 
relation to congress and then cites article one.” 
Alan Colmes:  
“That’s not what he said. He said you break the tie.” 
Ann Coulter:  
“No what he said. That is a lie that is a total lie. I will ask the viewers to look it up 
if you don’t have them with them. He said the vice president has no role in relation 
to congress –and he cited the article of the confusion that gives the vice president 
the role over congress of which the vice president is the vice president of the Senate 
every day of his life.” 
Alan Colmes: 
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“He said the only authority, have it right here, the vice president has from the 
legislative standpoint is the vote only when there is a tie vote. He has no authority 
relative to con- okay.” 
Ann Coulter:  
“He has no authoritative relative to the congress. He is the president of the senate 
every single day. According to the very article he cited. Because he’s a delusional 
nutcase.” 
 
Alan Colmes:  
“I’m gonna try if we can hear a person named Pat Caddell here for a second.” 
 
Pat Caddell, public opinion pollster and political film consulter:  
“I’m the one that is never introduced. You don’t put me in the introduction.”  
Alan Colmes: 
“We did put you in the introduction. Former, democratic strategist Pat Caddell. 
Well, I say it louder and slower next time. Let me ask you this, you’re a pollster 
The Fox News poll showed Biden won 61/39. CBS had em’ where she had 21% he 
had something like 46%.”  
Sean Hannity, Fox News host:  
“It’s a snap poll.”  
Alan Colmes:  
“Fox News wasn’t a snap poll and CNN had another poll with him ahead all the 
polls seem to indicate that he won and yet I hear conservative pundits say 
otherwise perhaps because they wanted to win what do you say.” 
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Pat Caddell: 
“Well you know I think you have to look at the debate I thought first of all basically 
they both, first of all vice presidential debates are rarely important it was 
important this time because of the pressure on her. Frankly I thought Biden did his 
best debate he's ever done partly because he was allowed to I also think she for the 
second time under great pressure actually stepped up and hit the ball very hard if 
not they would have been in real trouble the point of the matters is they both there's 
something missing in both debates. Let me point it out one is in Biden’s of the ghost 
we will the donkey in the room that isn't braying which is Barack Obama its. Where 
Palin kept saying: McCain is this, McCain is outstanding on this. It was Biden was 
his record he was attacking McCain very rarely did you hear the argument Barack 
Obama's gonna to be a great president same problem I saw in the democratic 
convention. As for her – I don’t understand what the McCain campaign is doing. 
Just pulling out a mission was stupid. I thought they missed their chance on number 
of points. To really attack back but frankly look she's a great communicator some 
of these polls I buy, some of them I don’t the point of the matter is I think the 
reaction last night was she could have done badly and she didn’t.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“Pat, good to see you my friend by the way. We gonna show in the first interview 
since the debate last night governor Palin right here on the Fox News channel. 
That’s coming up in just a few minutes. Now but first I wanna say this. She even 
went so far to say reckless, irresponsible, naive and dangerous on foreign policy 
she took it a step further today we're talking about Barack Obama accusing our 
brave men and women of air raiding villages and killing civilians. When she brings 
up those issues he'd speak with rogue dictators, Iran a tiny country not a serious 
threat. She's now started a narrative last night which was the missing and that is 
for those people that they are only now paying attention. This is now going to be 
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for the rest of this campaign the real Barack Obama and I think this is going to be 
devastating to that campaign if I’m correct.”  
Ann Coulter:  
“Right, no, I think Obama has redefined the Democratic Party used to be the party 
of acid amnesty, and abortion. And now it is the party of surrender, socialism and 
subprime mortgages (laughs). Good work Obama!” 
Sean Hannity:  
“What I would suggest if anyone would ever listen to Sean Hannity. It’s time, it is 
time for Barack Obama to have to explain why he's accused our troops of that, it's 
time for him to explain that he would quote cut tens of billions of dollars in defense 
in a post 9/11 world, that Iran is a tiny country.”  
Ann Coulter:  
“No she totally nailed that ticket on taxes and she turned it into a tax debate I 
would agree with Pat Caddell that was one of Biden best performances because 
other than on the distance of the missiles they can get from Pakistan other than 
article one of the constitution. Other than Hezbollah being pushed out of Syria.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“Other than FBI being president in 1929. Watching TV.”  
Ann Coulter:  
“I’m just going through last night’s debate what he said wrong.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“These are now the McCain campaign immediately right after the debate. They 
came out with specificity. All of what they're calling and I agree with the base of 
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their interpretation, the lies Joe Biden told in last night's debate. And let's roll the 
tape.” 
Joe Biden: 
“I've been able to reach across the aisle… John McCain thought that the answer 
is that tried and true right through Republican response deregulate… Barack 
Obama did not vote to raise taxes the vote she's referring to John McCain voted 
the exact same way… No one making less than 250,000 dollars under Barack 
Obama's plan will see one single penny of their tax raised… Two years ago 
Barack Obama warned about the subprime mortgage crisis. John McCain said 
surely after that in December he was surprised there was a subprime mortgage 
problem… John McCain has voted twenty times against funding alternative 
energy sources and thinks, I guess, the only answer is drill drill drill… Obama’s 
offered a clear plan. Shift responsibility to the Iraqis over the next sixteen 
months draw down our combat troops ironically the same plan that Maliki, the 
prime minister of Iraq and George Bush are now negotiating... It is simply not 
true about Barack Obama. He did not say sit down with Ahmadinejad… With 
regard to Barack Obama not quote funding the troops John McCain voted the 
exact same way...” 
Sean Hannity:  
“It’s not true and he said specifically in a debate on NBC that yes in his first 
year in office he would sit down without Ahmadinejad - Question Pat Caddell. 
As we look at that. I think it's fairly devastating when you start getting up you 
know the reality check Joe Biden was wrong on many, many points.” 
Pat Caddell:  
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“But the point Sean is, but the point Sean is. That's something she should said I 
think the McCain campaign I’ll just say this as a political strategist observer, they 
have been very lame on some of the stuff first of all, one she said he said that 
McCain would voted to cut funding for the troops –simply looked at the camera 
and asked: is there anyone in America who believed that John McCain would cut 
funding for the troops. The other stuff is they never brought up with Biden the fact 
of the matter of his judgment he voted against the 91 war and fact thousands of 
body bags coming home.” 
Ann Coulter:  
“He voted against the 1973 pipe line!” 
Sean Hannity:  
“We gotta take a break.” 
Pat Caddell:  
“Let me finish my point please, that they never raised the point. That he had said 
that his answer to the surge was to in fact to impose a partition on a sovereign 
country Iraq and the three parts that everyone thought was ridiculous but I don't 
understand why they didn't raise those points if you want to ask the question you 
have to nail the debate and not afterwards. You have to do it there.” 
Sean Hannity:  
“And she did nail them a lot Pat you've gotta- but what’s amazing nobody raised 
the question what has Obama, what executive decision has he ever made on a 
multimillion dollar decision he's been running for president ever since he got in the 
Senate so we'll we'll take a break we'll come back...” 
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9.5.6. Appendix 6  
Who won? (3:11) Fox News. Added on October 16, 2008.  
Fox News on the 3rd presidential debate, held October 15, 2008 
http://www.foxnews.com/video2/video08.html?maven_referralObject=3153557
&maven_referralPlaylistId=c985e69916535a2170b2b18ab0ab7eb60401f9bb&s
RevUrl=http://elections.foxnews.com/search-
results.html?searchString=presidential+debate 
 
Transcript  
Gretchen Carlson:  
“Alright, we had a chance to chat in the break Jane, and here is something I am 
trying to get a hold of in my own mind, and I’ve asked senator McCain this 
direct question – it seems that his surrogates and campaign advisors – and a lot 
of his supporters by the way – wanted him to go more to the attack last night, I 
felt Schieffer opened the door, but it is not within senator McCain’s nature – is 
it, to really do that?” 
Jane Hall, American University, Media Analyst, Fox News Contributor: 
“Well, you know, I covered him some when I was reporter for the L.A. Times, 
and I – I mean this is psychoanalysis from a great distance, but I do think he 
shows some ambivalence about this, and also to be fair to other people, the New 
York Times, CBS polls showed that people haven’t liked this, that the economy is 
so bad that people are saying: this isn’t that key. If he wants to make that case, 
he’s going to have to try to make that case. I think that its judgment, which is 
what a lot of people are trying to make the case. I do not think it’s sticking but I 
think it’s… he is ambivalent, I think he is, frankly, you know a better man than 
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he is being given credit for. He has disavowed things that people are still 
criticizing him for.” 
Steve Doocy:  
“Hey Brent, what about the fact that last night, for the first time, the fighter pilot 
really did show up, and he did gnaw on Obama a bit, and so he is obviously 
appealing not to the… his core conservative audience, cause he’s already got 
them, but it is the people in the middle. Do you think he made the case where 
people go “You know what, he raised some good points, maybe I am going to 
take a second look at him”?” 
Brent Bozell, Media Research Center, MRC.ORG: 
“No, I think he had great opportunities to score bigger points. Take the abortion 
issue, and by the way I am glad finally that issue was raised by a moderator, on 
abortion Barack Obama’s record is perfectly clear – he is in favor of every form 
of abortion imaginable. He is in favor of taking off all restrictions on abortion, 
he is in favor of federally funded abortion- meaning, you and I will pay for all 
the abortions in America, and John McCain never made that point.” 
Gretchen Carlson:  
“And Jane, he never talked about taxes either – excuse me Brian – he did not 
seal the deal on this 95 % tax cut situation. And so many conservatives have 
wanted John McCain to at least explain from his point of view how that’s not 
really true.” 
Jane Hall:  
“Well I thought he did well at the beginning, you know, I think that if they were 
going to talk about Joe the plumber - as many times as they did- he should have 
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really had that story, you know, more complete. Does Joe the plumber make 
more then 250.000$? – I don’t know, but if he wanted to say, he is going to tax 
you and then he said he is going to put a fine on your healthcare and Obama 
said no, he‘s not, so we were left really wondering. I agree he didn’t seal the 
deal. He made the best case yet, but I think he could have had better examples of 
this guy’s tax and spend. I mean the problem is with the economy in a free fall, 
you know, the government is tax and spend right now, I mean, billions of dollars 
are being spent to nationalize companies , we’re in a different time, you know I 
think it’s hard to make the case, McCain’s trying to make.” 
Brian Kilmeade:  
“Well, we are going to have to end it there for today with the post game 
analysis.”  
Steve Doocy:  
“I know Brent is dying to same something real quick.” 
Brent Bozell:  
“I’m voting for Joe the plumber.” 
Gretchen Carlson:  
“We have already had a lot of emails, making the same exact claim. Thanks to 
both of you, Brent and Jane.” 
Brent Bozell and Jane Hall:  
“Thank you.” 
